
Jessie Reyez loves to text, especially with fans. Us-
ing a phone number assigned through the celebrity 
text-messaging startup Community and shared on her 
social media accounts, the singer-songwriter makes 
time nearly every day to have one-on-one conversa-
tions with her most dedicated supporters where they 
share memes and talk about their lives.

“Some really kind fans send me heartfelt messages, 
and we have exchanges regularly now that I have 
them in my favorites,” says Reyez. “Distance between 
humans seems to be getting larger and larger. Howev-
er, being able to get directly into [fans’] text messages 
has been a step in making a fan more than a fan.”

Along the way, Reyez is getting something just as 
valuable: a pathway to retrieve data about her super-
fans, who each opted in by way of sending a text and 
agreeing to an online consent form. Through sending 
mass messages to segments of her Community fan 
base, Reyez has pulled information — such as home-
town, age and interests — to target her most-engaged 
fans with digital advertisements, strike brand deals 
and more. Community also helps her make merchan-
dise decisions based on fans’ feedback and mobilize 
fans to get the attention of brands and artists she 
wants to collaborate with on social media. “There’s 
just so many ways that you can monetize these days, 

and Community allows you to do that, especially 
when you’re not touring,” says Reyez co-manager, 
Mauricio Ruiz. “Using every digital outlet that you can 
to make sure you’re still engaging with your fan base is 
incredibly important.”

The music industry has long ridden on superfans: 
the top 1% most-engaged, day-one die-hards who 
consistently stream their favorite artists’ music, buy 
their merchandise, pay to see their shows and share 
their music with friends. Executives interviewed for 
this story estimate that superfans on average make up 
50% to 80% of an artist’s overall revenue. Yet on an 
individual level, superfans were long invisible to their 
idols, since artists and their teams lacked the tools to 
track fans’ information and habits.

That has all changed now as streaming and social 
media have unlocked a wealth of audience data — from 
basics like age and location to favorite TV shows, shop-
ping habits and food preferences — as well as the ability 
to segment those fans into categories by engagement 
level. This data allows artists to pinpoint and engage 
with their most economically and culturally valuable 
cohorts — superfans — who, in turn, have an exponen-
tial promotional impact in the social media age.

“Superfans are this generation’s street team,” adds 
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Sam Hunt’s second studio full-length, and first in over five years, Southside 
(MCA Nashville/Universal Music Group Nashville), debuts at No. 1 on Billboard’s 
Top Country Albums chart dated April 18. In its first week (ending April 9), it 
earned 46,000 equivalent album units, including 16,000 in album sales, ac-
cording to Nielsen Music/MRC Data.

Southside marks Hunt’s second No. 1 on the 
chart and fourth top 10. It follows freshman LP 
Montevallo, which arrived at the summit in No-
vember 2014 and reigned for nine weeks. To date, 
Montevallo has earned 3.9 million units, with 1.4 
million in album sales.

Montevallo has spent 267 weeks on the list, tying 
Luke Bryan’s Crash My Party as the sixth-longest-
running titles in the chart’s 56-year history.

On the all-genre Billboard 200, Southside ar-
rives at No. 5, awarding Hunt his second top 10 
after the No. 3-peaking Montevallo.

Hunt first released the EP X2C, which debuted 
and peaked at No. 5 on Top Country Albums in August 2014. Following 
Montevallo, Between the Pines: Acoustic Mixtape started at its No. 7 high in 
November 2015.

Montevallo produced five singles, four of which hit the pinnacle of Country 
Airplay: “Leave the Night On,” “Take Your Time,” “House Party” and “Make 
You Miss Me.” “Break Up in a Small Town” peaked at No. 2.

Hunt co-penned all 12 songs on Southside, including “Body Like a Back 
Road,” which was released in 2017. The smash hit ruled Country Airplay for 
three weeks and the airplay-, streaming- and sales-based Hot Country Songs 
chart for a then-record 34 frames. It now ranks second only to Bebe Rexha and 
Florida Georgia Line’s “Meant to Be” (50 weeks atop the latter list in 2017-18).

“Downtown’s Dead,” which is also on the new set, reached Nos. 14 and 15 
on Hot Country Songs and Country Airplay, respectively, in June 2018. “Kin-
folks” led Country Airplay on Feb. 29, becoming Hunt’s seventh No. 1. It hit 
No. 3 on Hot Country Songs.

Latest single “Hard to Forget” jumps 17-9 on Hot Country Songs. It’s his 
eighth top 10, having corralled 8.2 million U.S. streams (up 96%) and 5,000 in 

sales (up 21%) in the tracking week. On Country Airplay, it hops 18-15 (11.9 mil-
lion audience impressions, up 16%).

TRY TO ‘CATCH’ UP WITH YOUNG Brett Young achieves his fifth consecutive 
and total Country Airplay No. 1 as “Catch” (Big Machine Label Group) ascends 

2-1, increasing 13% to 36.6 million impressions.
Young’s first of six chart entries, “Sleep With-

out You,” reached No. 2 in December 2016. He 
followed with the multiweek No. 1s “In Case You 
Didn’t Know” (two weeks, June 2017), “Like I Loved 
You” (three, January 2018), “Mercy” (two, August 
2018) and “Here Tonight” (two, April 2019).

“Catch” completes his longest journey to No. 1, 
having taken 46 weeks to reach the apex. It out-
paces the 30-week climb of “Here Tonight.”

On Hot Country Songs, “Catch” pushes 7-5 for 
a new high.

COMBS ‘DOES’ IT AGAIN Luke Combs’ “Does to Me” (River House/Columbia 
Nashville), featuring Eric Church, ascends 11-8 on Country Airplay, up 10% to 
24.7 million in audience. The song is Combs’ eighth straight career-opening 
top 10, following a record run of seven consecutive out-of-the-gate, properly 
promoted No. 1 singles.

Church adds his 15th Country Airplay top 10.

THAT TOOK QUITE ‘A FEW’ MONTHS Travis Denning shatters the record for 
the most weeks it has taken to penetrate the Country Airplay top 10 as “After 
a Few” (Mercury Nashville) climbs 12-10 in its 57th week, up 4% to 21.4 mil-
lion in radio reach.

The song surpasses two tracks that took 50 weeks each to enter the top 10: 
Easton Corbin’s “A Girl Like You,” which reached No. 10 in January 2018 be-
fore peaking at No. 6 that February, and Aaron Watson’s “Outta Style,” which 
achieved its No. 10 high in December 2017.

“After” is Denning’s second Country Airplay entry. “David Ashley Parker 
From Powder Springs” traveled to No. 32 in September 2018. 

SamHunt’s Southside Rules Top Country 
Albums; Brett Young ‘Catch’-es Fifth Airplay 

Leader; Travis Denning Makes History
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Reyez’s co-manager, Byron Wilson. “They’re 
the people that are out there in the world, 
screaming the loudest for us. We can always 
count on them to share content, engage with 
it and do what we need.”

A growing number of music executives 
are making strides toward simplifying artist 
access to fan data, and such efforts could 
change the economics of building a music 
career. At the forefront of that push are 
Shara Senderoff and Zach Katz, partners in 
music-tech investment firm Raised in Space, 
which they founded in partnership with 
Ithaca Holdings’ Scooter Braun and Ripple’s 
developer platform, Xpring. Alongside its 
investment in Community, the firm led a 
$6.7 million 2019 Series A investment round 
in Audigent, a data management platform 
for entertainment, sports and lifestyle 
brands that Senderoff says functions like a 
“GPS system” for reaching superfans.

Whereas artists usually need to go 
through platforms like Instagram and 
Spotify to retrieve audience data — and 
then pay the same platforms to advertise 
against those audiences — Audigent uses 
only first-party data from the artist’s owned 
and operated channels (such as an official 
website or merchandise store), eliminating 
the middleman. This means the artist gets 
to keep and directly monetize that audience 
data; the data is synthesized in one place; 
and the data has a high degree of accuracy, 
since Audigent automatically cuts out fraud, 

bots, duplicates and other useless traffic.
“We’re locked into this pattern of just 

going to silos — Facebook and Twitter 
and Instagram — but we’re renting those 
audiences over and over,” says Katz. “What 
Audigent does is that every time we touch 
those audiences, they become residents in 
our house. We go from being renters to be-
ing landlords.”

Along the way, and perhaps most impor-
tantly, Audigent only pulls data from users 
who opt in through a pop-up consent form 
and only analyzes fully anonymized data 
sets that are restricted to users’ content 
consumption, interests and affinities. Au-
digent doesn’t track personally identifiable 
information (aka PII), and users can opt 
out at any time. While tech companies like 
Facebook and Google have faced backlash 
for their handling of personal data, Sender-
off and Katz see Audigent as an opportunity 
for the music industry to start its entry into 
ad tech on the right foot. “In past construc-
tion of these big social networks, you were 
sharing your data unbeknownst to you in 
a lot of ways,” says Senderoff. “We have to 
understand the responsibility of data and 
accountability when we’re aggregating it.”

Once that data is pulled into an artist’s 
“audience bank” on Audigent, the artist 
can segment fans into different categories 
based on levels of engagement, including 
superfans. Audigent can generate insights 
about fans, using projections based on what 

people similar to that fan are interested in, 
purchasing, watching and more. From there, 
artists can target superfans with specific 
ads, route tours based on where superfans 
are geographically clustered (once touring 
resumes) and command more dollars from 
brand deals.

While brands normally focus on synch 
and name/likeness deals with artists and la-
bels, access to data “opens the conversation 
up to discussing [buying] media,” meaning 
ad inventory, says Audigent co-founder/
CEO Drew Stein. “If a brand spends 
$500,000 on a synch or name and likeness 
deal, they might spend 10, 20 or up to 30 
times [that] on the media spend behind the 
deal,” he continues. “Labels and artists who 
have solid first-party data have the ‘crown 
jewels’ to discuss how they can provide real 
value to capture a piece of the media bud-
get. Otherwise, the silos typically suck up all 
the media dollars and the labels and artists 
miss out.”

A potential game-changer is Senderoff’s 
suggestion that artists can use Audigent data 
to approximate the number of superfans 
needed to sustain their careers. The aver-
age American music listener spent $96 per 
month on music in 2020, according to MRC 
Data. Hypothetically, if an established artist 
knows that each of her superfans spends, on 
average, $250 per year on fandom — through 
merch, concert tickets and other purchases 
— then the “lifetime value” of each superfan 
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is $250 per year. If that artist can build a 
community of 50,000 superfans, then she’s 
on track to gross $12.5 million annually from 
that segment alone.

Senderoff sees this approach as “hope-
ful” for the next generation of artists, who 
can use data about their audiences — and 
especially superfans — to optimize their 
businesses and maximize revenue indepen-
dent of a major label. Audigent — which will 
soon debut its white-label product Music IQ 
for the music industry — also arrives amid 
the emerging industry of direct-to-consum-
er content on channels like Patreon and 
OnlyFans, opening up new revenue streams 
for artists who rely chiefly on their biggest 
supporters.

“The future artist has to be entrepreneur-
ial in a way that builds things outside of the 
traditional record label system, which is, 
‘Get an advance, never recoup,’” says Sen-
deroff. “If we follow the path and say, ‘You 
need 50,000 fans’ — or less — we’re able to 
build revenue streams that are there, ready 
for us.”

Superfans have become all the more 
important amid the rise of music streaming, 
since Spotify and Apple Music’s “pro rata” 
royalty model means that rights holders 
are paid according to market share in a 
given time period. “The way revenues are 
distributed in the streaming realm means 
that superfans determine where almost 
all the money goes,” says Thomas Hesse, 
a music industry veteran who co-founded 
the livestreaming platform Dreamstage and 
music-sharing platform JAMM. “If you get 
to superfans, who listen to music all the 
time, you get to all the money — not just 
from those people, but you get all the money 
from everybody.”

In turn, labels have begun to focus on 
superfan data in recent years. When Elissa 
Ayadi joined Warner Records in 2016, she 
became the label’s first senior vp of fan 
engagement and digital marketing. “When 
we talk about moving people down a funnel, 
it used to be, ‘How do we move them from 
just discovering the band to streaming the 
band and buying the merch?’” says Ayadi. 
“That’s still important, but the funnel that 
we think about in my department is, ‘How 
do we move them from being someone 

who has never heard of the band to being a 
superfan?’”

Ayadi defines superfans as individu-
als who digitally interact with the artist 
in multiple ways, from liking social media 
posts to buying merchandise, listening to 
music across an artist’s catalog, visiting the 
artist’s official website and other indicators. 
(“They’re the ‘and’ fan — you find them ev-
erywhere,” she says.) As methods of culling 
data have become more sophisticated, Ayadi 
regularly puts together “psychographic” 
profiles of artists’ superfans. “You can figure 
out not just who bought the most merch, 
but who else are they? What other bands are 
they into? What TV shows do they watch? 
What shoes do they buy?” says Ayadi. 
“When you can get a fuller idea of who they 
are as a person, it gives you direction on the 
marketing strategy.”

For example, artists could go after synchs 
and advertisements in the TV shows favored 
by superfans. Artists might also target dif-
ferent advertising assets to casual listeners 
versus superfans. “A casual fan may just 
want to know, ‘Hey, the record is out,’” says 
Ayadi. “Whereas a superfan may want to 
know, ‘You can go and experience the record 
in virtual reality.’” Ayadi even dug into data 
about superfans’ spending habits to help 
determine an agreeable cost per ticket for 
Dua Lipa’s Studio 2054 livestream concert 
in November (the label settled on $10).

Like other label groups, Warner Music 
Group also has a proprietary data manage-
ment system, and in 2018 acquired the A&R 
insight tool Sodatone, which combines 
streaming, social and touring data to deter-
mine fan base loyalty, audience reactions 
to new releases and more. Sony Music 
Group’s Artist Portal offers a granular look 
at streams, video views, tags and shares of 
their music. And in November 2019, Uni-
versal Music Group launched its Universal 
Music Artists portal as part of a multiyear, 
multimillion-dollar project to transform the 
company’s data and analytics structure.

“Part of the transformation at UMG has 
been to put the music fan at the center of 
our thinking,” says executive vp consumer 
marketing Jaime Weston, to the point where 
the global insights team regularly bounces 
marketing and merch ideas off of a “fan 

panel” consisting of global music superfans 
across ages and genders.

Weston says that an artist can have as 
many as seven fan base segments, includ-
ing multiple segments of superfans whose 
members are “completely different and 
distinct from each other.” As a hypothetical 
example, consider a mother and her teenage 
daughter who are both superfans of Billie 
Eilish. “How we serve those two groups of 
superfans must be thoughtful and authen-
tic,” says Weston.

Another ongoing goal is to turn ca-
sual listeners into superfans. What excites 
Weston most about her job is the cohorts 
she terms “opportunity fans”: “music fans 
who don’t follow the artist today but show 
certain characteristics of interest, especially 
if the artist is putting out a new and differ-
ent sound,” she says. Reaching those fans 
“is incredibly important in the ‘find it and 
forget it’ world that we live in today, where 
awareness is hard to achieve and interest 
can be fleeting.”

Often, that means encouraging superfans 
to share their fandom with friends. In De-
cember 2019, Weston and her team helped 
reach Post Malone opportunity fans with 
the first synchronized, dual-phone music 
video on Spotify for Malone’s single “Cir-
cles,” which required two listeners to place 
their phones side by side in order to unlock 
the complete clip.

Spotify itself has been catering to super-
fans since the 2015 launch of Fans First, a 
division of Spotify for Artists that curates 
invite-only events, merchandise drops and 
other experiences for fans in the top 1% of 
an artist’s listener base. That 1% is deter-
mined by fan actions and listening habits, 
such as following an artist, adding songs to 
a playlist and listening to a wide range of 
tracks in an artist’s catalog. “It goes beyond, 
‘Do they love your viral song?’” says Spotify 
head of creator product marketing Sam 
Duboff.

Once the list of top fans for an experience 
is determined, Spotify notifies each superfan 
by email. Fans First experiences over the 
past year include a socially distanced Rain-
bow Kitten Surprise concert in Nashville in 
May and access to a 1,000-copy run of an 
exclusive print zine created by singer-song-
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writer beabadoobee, which promptly sold 
out at $6 each. The idea is to reward and 
encourage superfandom: “If you’re one of 
the 1,000 people who get an exclusive zine, 
that’s a badge of honor,” says Duboff.

Outside of Fans First, Spotify also encour-
ages superfans to promote artists through 
digital badges of honor like the shareable 
“Wrapped” graphics that it awards annu-
ally to those who end the year in the top 
1% of an artist’s listener base. Duboff says 
superfans have also “taken over” Promo 
Cards, a tool launched in October for artists 
to create custom promotional graphics for 
social media.

Indeed, thanks to the rise of social media 
and the influencer community, superfans’ 
online reach is nearly limitless. “That’s what 
makes superfans special in the age of social 
media: When everyone can be a publishing 
conglomerate just by having an Instagram 
and a Twitter, kids can really be so much 
more impactful than anywhere else,” says 
Ayadi. “I get inspired by the superfans all 
the time, because they live in that world 
almost more than the artist lives in that 
world.”

Even as platforms like Spotify ramp up 
their data mining capabilities for artists 
though, other executives join Senderoff and 
Katz in envisioning a future in which artists 
can independently pull and monetize data 
around their superfans.

That includes entrepreneur Ketan Rah-
angdale, who in 2019 launched Unitea, an 
app that lets artists monetize the data gener-
ated by their superfans’ listening habits. 
Unitea syncs with users’ Spotify accounts, 
then rewards users who stream and share 
their favorite artists’ music with points 
called “Karma” (at the rate of 10 Karma per 
stream) that can be exchanged for artist 
merchandise and experiences sponsored by 
brands like P&G and Urban Decay. Artists 
can use their Unitea dashboard to access 
data about their superfans (such as age and 
geographic location), directly message those 
fans and create new rewards in just a few 
clicks.

Rahangdale says that artists who offer an 
experiential reward on Unitea see an aver-
age 716% increase in organic stream rates 
for their music for as long as the reward is 

up, but that’s just an added perk. Unitea’s 
real benefit, says Rahangdale, is that artists 
are able to leverage their own superfan data 
to strike brand sponsorships. On top of that, 
Unitea — which takes a “data licensing fee” 
from brands — pays artists a “data royalty” 
based on the Karma redeemed for their 
rewards, which is equal to 50 cents per re-
deemed stream (roughly 100 times Spotify’s 
estimated per-stream royalty rate).

The invite-only platform has worked 
on nearly 13,000 experiential reward 
campaigns for over 1,000 artists. In one 
campaign last April, more than 12,600 fans 
competed to win five exclusive bomber jack-
ets from electronic artist REZZ, generating 
more than 172,000 streams of REZZ’s music 
over three days. “Parents of children were 
calling our support team, saying, ‘My child 
has not slept in 23 hours straight; she has 
been on your app doing whatever she can 
to get Karma,’” says Rahangdale. The first 
five fans to redeem 250 streams (or 2,500 
Karma) won the jackets, netting REZZ an 
$800 data royalty check from Unitea.

Like Audigent’s Senderoff and Katz, 
Rahangdale hopes that Unitea will inspire 
independent and emerging artists to build 
businesses around their superfans using 
data as a financial asset. “It shifts the whole 
paradigm,” he says. “It’s not about a million 
followers — it’s about having 10,000 fans 
that generate a million Karma.”

Of course, data has its limits. RCA 
Records senior vp digital marketing Tarek 
Al-Hamdouni warns against relying too 
heavily on superfans: “Sometimes the audi-
ence that got you where you are isn’t going 
to be the same as the audience that will take 
you where you want to go,” he says. “A lot of 
times superfans feel a sense of ownership in 
terms of your career, and if you’re not giving 
them exactly what they want, they’re going 
to vocalize that.”

When artists experiment with a new 
genre or try to broaden their audience, for 
example, superfans won’t always follow. “If 
you have a superfan audience that thinks 
you’re going to pop, and for me you’re get-
ting away from what I loved about you, that 
could be a huge pop record that doesn’t get 
a chance, because it never reaches the pop 
audience,” he says.

That’s why Al-Hamdouni makes sure to 
always pair data with human insights. While 
working with Hilary Duff on new music in 
2015, for example, he noticed that although 
Duff had an unusually high engagement rate 
with her superfans on Instagram, “When 
they engaged with her, it was never about 
music,” he says. “It was always about fashion 
or motherhood or acting.”

Artists and their teams must keep that in 
mind, he says, as superfan data continues 
to grow even more sophisticated. The rise 
of concert livestreaming has already led to 
more detailed audience data than physical 
touring could ever offer (as well as more 
data to begin with, given the limitless audi-
ence size of virtual events), with the ability 
to pinpoint the most-engaged viewers, the 
moment interest peaked, where users are 
tuning in from and more.

In the future, Senderoff and Katz think 
superfan data (and overall audience data) 
will become an asset not just for artists’ 
deals with brands, but their deals with each 
other. For example, an opening slot offer 
on an artist’s tour could include the ability 
to access the main artist’s data on Audi-
gent and advertise against the artist’s fans 
for the duration of the tour. Similarly, if an 
artist pays a bigger star for a song feature, 
“Imagine being able to say, ‘We’re going to 
pay you $50,000 for that verse, but when we 
promote it, we want to be able to advertise 
against your Audigent audiences,’” says 
Katz.

Even as they are bullish about building 
that future, Senderoff and Katz make one 
thing clear: Building a superfan base takes 
time. While viral moments on social media 
may turn artists into superstars of the mo-
ment within hours, “There’s no such thing 
as an overnight career,” says Senderoff.

“You might shoot to fame, but if you 
don’t properly build that fan base, you’re 
not going to have anything in 10 years,” she 
continues. “The beauty of Audigent is that 
you’re investing in your future. Some people 
aren’t going to like that, because they want 
[fans] to buy something right now. But that’s 
a different strategy than, ‘I’ll get to them in 
five years, because I plan to be around.’” 
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Spotify’s Music 
Leaders on the 
Streaming Giant’s 
‘Audio-First’ 
Future: Exclusive
BY MICAH SINGLETON

O
n Monday, Spotify held its 
Stream On event, announcing a 
flurry of new features includ-
ing a Hi-Fi version of its service, 

an expansion into 85 new markets, and 
touting its influence on the music industry 
since it was founded in 2006. The audio 
behemoth’s executives also spent as much 
time talking about podcasts as they did 
about music, underscoring how much their 
focus has shifted to lower-cost content, as 
a public company under pressure to deliver 
profits.

After the event, Billboard spoke with 
Spotify’s vp, global co-heads of music Mar-
ian Dicus and Jeremy Erlich and vp, head 
of marketplace Charlie Hellman to discuss 
Spotify’s latest music initiatives, what it’s 
like working at a music streaming service 
that is no longer laser-focused on music, and 
the challenges they face as Spotify nearly 
doubles the number of countries it operates 
in over the coming weeks.

This interview has been condensed and 
edited for clarity.

Spotify was founded as a music service. 
It’s become a much broader “audio” 
company. Has that changed the resources 
available to your team on the music side?

Jeremy Erlich: I haven’t felt that there’s 
been anything that’s kind of slowed us 
down, quite to the contrary. It’s great to 
have the podcasting team by our side and 
have that really develop as a format. And, 
obviously, the kind of attention that it has 
brought to Spotify is all positive. The way 
we look at it from a music side is, it’s purely 
additive and gives us a really interesting 
medium to tell more music stories.... Pod-
casts are relatively nascent, but in the world 

where you can match the two together or 
podcasting can tell music stories, I think you 
really become an even more important tool 
and platform for artists and for the promo-
tion of their art.

Mirian Dicus: There’s a lot of ways in 
which the artists that we support on the 
music side, can naturally and organically fit 
in on the podcast side. It really makes our 
audio offering complete when we’re work-
ing with artists.

What’s the big priority here as Spotify 
becomes available in 85 new markets?

Erlich: All markets are priorities used to 
be my tagline, but we’re especially excited to 
launch in Africa. I think it’s become such an 
important cultural center and African music 
is influencing the world and there are artists 
that are crossing over. I think when we can 
tap into these countries and areas that are so 
influential in music, it’s even more exciting.

As we grow, we’ll work on curating local 
experiences and have local content eventu-
ally in all of these places, but we’ve got to 
work in the bigger territories where we’re 
already setting up teams and strategies.

During the event, you mentioned that 
some of those new markets may have a 
limited catalog available at launch. Do 
you expect to get all your licensing deals 
done and expand that catalog over the 
next year?

Dicus: At launch, all of the 85 new mar-
kets will have our full global music catalog. 
We’re working continuously for those global 
rights holders and partners to expand their 
catalog. We obviously want to get to a place 
where we’re catalog complete locally, but 
as Jeremy says, it’s 85 new markets, we’re 
going to do the best that we can as quickly as 
we can to get that local catalog to a 100% in 
all the regions, but the rollout will vary.

Will Spotify roll out both the ad-sup-
ported tier and premium tier in each of 
the 85 new markets?

Dicus: It’s market by market. We’ve just 
launched in Korea and we launched without 
the free tier, but it will depend on the mar-
ket. Obviously, the free tier for us is a huge 
part of Spotify’s core mission. We try to ful-
fill that mission across all of the markets, but 
again, it really depends on our continuing 
conversation with our local rights holders.

All artists on Spotify will now be able 
to use Canvas — Spotify’s looping album 
art feature. What’s the response been 
from users and artists since the initial 
reveal in 2019?

Charlie Hellman: It’s just been rabidly 
used by artists, and it’s been one of the most 
popular features. It started out as a pretty 
small-scale test and it’s grown organically 
since then. We didn’t share this news in the 
event because we just hit this milestone, but 
artists have actually now uploaded more 
than 1 million Canvases to Spotify.

When users see an artist’s Canvas, they’re 
145% more likely to share the track, they’re 
20% more likely to add it to a playlist, and 
they tend to rabbit hole and go to your full 
artist catalog. It’s not only something that 
feels great, it’s also one of the things that can 
really help build momentum as you’re get-
ting attention, in an increasingly competi-
tive landscape for so many artists releasing 
new music.

Is there concern around rolling out 
data-intensive features like Canvas in 
new markets that may not have the same 
data capabilities as the U.S. and Europe?

Dicus: I think we go into every new mar-
ket and what we like to do is have all of our 
tools available everywhere, but you’re right, 
as we go into some markets, we definitely 
take into consideration what the current 
climate is. We do that across the board when 
we’re looking to launch in a market with 
customized payment methods

While we think that Canvas is a great tool 
for artists to connect with their fans and we 
really see a lot of positive engagement with 
it, if it’s not going to work in that specific 
market, we’ll slow the rollout. But we defi-
nitely have teams on the ground who really 
know those specific markets, are thinking 
about sequencing tools for a specific market, 
and making sure that the experience is re-
ally tailor-made for those particular regions.

Marquee (Spotify’s sponsored recom-
mendation tool) and Discovery Mode (a 
product that lets artists and labels influ-
ence personalized recommendations) in 
exchange for lower royalty rates) were 
both controversial and criticized by peo-
ple within the music industry when they 
first launched, with many calling them 
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Raleigh Music Group was founded in 2016 by industry veteran 
partners Peter Raleigh and Steven Storch.  The company is 
headquartered in the heart of Times Square, NYC with offices in 
Los Angeles. In its first five years has experienced remarkable global 
growth and expansion. 

The boutique music publishing company attributes its success to its 
“client first” approach to music publishing – delivering a high touch, 
high service experience to a select roster of music publishing clients 
it represents. The company has benefitted from the support of 
Susan Aberbach, an owner of the Elvis Presley catalog and an early 
stage investor.

Raleigh’s client services are provided by A&R staff in NY and LA, a 
synch licensing team with strong relationships in the film/tv, 
advertising and gaming industries, and a first-class copyright and 
royalty administration department. 

The company’s best in class global sub-publishing partner network 
includes Budde, Café Concerto, Peer Music, Native Tongue, Supreme 
Songs, Schubert, Cloud 9, GL Music, Clippers, Som Livre, Nichion, 
Geoff Paynter Music, Fujipacific, IDM, Pelikan and others.

Raleigh represents numerous iconic catalogs and songs including 
Elvis Presley’s “Can’t Help Falling in Love”, “A Little Less Conversation”, 
and “All Shook Up”, George Gershwin’s “Summertime”, “Let’s Call the 
Whole Thing Off” and “They Can’t Take that Away from Me”, The 
Tokens, “The Lion Sleeps Tonight”, Gregmark Music’s “Stormy 
Monday”, Anthony Newley’s “What Kind of Fool am I” and numerous 
other classics. The company also represents the classic catalogs of 
Bo Diddley, America, Anthony Newley, Willy (Mink) Deville, Lords of 
the Underground, Trax Records, and many others. 

As Raleigh’s reputation has grown, the company has 
steadily built a contemporary roster of songwriters, artists 
and producers and now publishes songs performed by or 
featuring superstar artists including: Ariana Grande, Chris 
Brown, Kid Rock, Madonna, John Legend, Lil Uzi Vert, A$AP 
Ferg, Cardi B, A Boogie, Snoop Dogg, Trey Songz, Lil Durk, 
Busta Rhymes and film and tv composers Randy Edelman 
and Rick Marotta.

Please join Billboard in congratulating Raleigh Music 
group’s 5th Anniversary.   
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payola. When you expand those types 
of features, are you concerned about an 
increased backlash?

Hellman: Ultimately, we’re talking to 
artists and labels every day, and our product 
development is determined by their needs 
and their goals. And what we’ve heard over 
and over pretty recently is needing better 
tools to compete for attention. A lot of it 
comes down to the proof being in the pud-
ding of the results that you get back from 
tools like this.

Listeners who see a Marquee are twice 
as likely to save the music, and saves are 
super important in this streaming era. 
That’s really the moment where you convert 
a listener from being a casual listener to, 
now it’s in their library, they can binge and 
repeat listen and develop a fan relationship 
that can translate to, God-willing, touring 
when it comes back, and merch and other 
kinds of revenue. The fact that it can drive a 
leading metric like save is huge. Marketers 
who spend their money across a number of 
different channels have told us that it’s the 
most effective way for them to put promo-
tional dollars behind a release. And for that 
reason, we’ve continued to invest in it, iter-
ate it to be even more powerful for custom-
ers. And that’s really what ultimately led 
us to decide to expand it geographically to 
additional territories later this year, as well 
as expand it to self-serve buy.

Our principle is anything that is powerful 
and showing promise, we want to make sure 
that it is self-serve accessible so that all la-
bels, big and small, all sorts of artists teams 
can have access to it.

How much are you learning from Mar-
quee? Are the algorithms improving on 
what Spotify is surfacing for users as you 
learn from more people using Marquee?

Hellman: Absolutely. One of the things 
that we’re learning from Marquee is just 
how stiff the competition is for listeners’ 
attention. In a lot of cases, listeners are 
interested in an artist, and they would love 
to hear their new release, but with so much 
new content coming out every week and 
still competing with all the content that’s 
ever been released in the platform, is just 
increasingly difficult to stand out from the 
noise.

One thing that is really powerful about 
Marquee is that it really commands the 
user’s attention and that can be really effec-
tive in cutting through that noise, cutting 
through that competition, and helping to 
increase the amount of people that are 
listening during week one. If our algorithms 
see fans responding positively to that release 
in week one, that’s when the personalization 
system really takes over and starts adding 
that to more playlists like Discover Weekly 
and Daily Mixes, and kind of gets the 
snowball rolling. Getting off to a great start 
can really have an impact beyond just the 
streams that are garnered in the first week.

Spotify announced it was launching 
a high-fidelity version of its streaming 
service that would offer CD-quality au-
dio. How long have you been working on 
building a Hi-Fi version of Spotify?

Erlich: It’s something that’s been in the 
works for a while, but the timing had to be 
right and we felt that that time is now. It’s 
definitely one where, both from the creative 
community and our users, there’s a high 
demand for.

When Hi-Fi launches be supported on 
third-party speakers like Sonos?

Dicus: We have those relationships with 
the speaker manufacturers through Spotify 
Connect, it’s really just about enabling 
Spotify Hi-Fi with those same partners. It’s 
something that has been in the works for 
a while and all of us audiophiles are really 
excited about it.

Erlich: Our goal is always ubiquity when 
we launch something new, it’s never kind 
of there on day one, but I think what you’ll 
see when we do launch is the number of 
partnerships that have been put in place is 
pretty impressive.

With Radar — Spotify’s program to 
highlight and promote emerging artists 
— will the focus shift to the new markets 
Spotify is launching in this year?

Erlich: Absolutely. The ambition for us 
anywhere is to really support and develop 
local talent and local cultures. That’s always 
the foundation of our businesses in any 
country. Radar, I think is a bigger spotlight 
on that. We want to have Radar programs 
everywhere, where we’re selecting and 
elevating what we think are some of the best 

and most promising talents locally, and then 
give them the pathway to develop globally. 
Maybe it won’t be on day one, but I think if 
you look 12 months after launch, they’ll be 
some form of Radar program in every single 
one of our territories.

As Spotify becomes available in over 
170 countries, is there a fear of global 
music becoming homogonous as artists 
around the world aim to top the same 
charts on the platform?

Erlich: Not really. I think music consump-
tion generally remains quite local and local 
culture is what’s most important in the very 
large majority of countries. And I think 
every country has its own source of pride. 
But we never want to water down culture 
by being global. Our whole tagline in the 
music team is to be “more local and more 
global at the same time.” What we mean by 
that terribly redundant sentence is we want 
to have local cultures develop and then we 
want to give pathways for the best of local to 
be enjoyed on a global level.

Where I think Spotify actually does a 
tremendous amount of benefit to local cul-
tures versus the reverse is that you can now 
have a world where a Lous and the Yakuza 
coming out of France is enjoyed all over the 
world really quickly and much faster than 
that’s ever happened in history, the same 
with K-pop or Tones and I.

I genuinely believe we’ve had a posi-
tive influence on the development of local 
culture and the path to the top for anyone in 
any language doing it their way. 
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TOP MUSIC LAWYERS
2 0 2 1

Behind every artist, songwriter and music produc-
er is a trusted group of advisers who provide 
guidance, advice and negotiate deals. Billboard’s 
6th annual Top Music Lawyers list will recognize 
the biggest names and most prominent legal 
minds in the world of music and 
entertainment law. They are the deal makers 
behind 
the major contracts and lawsuits in the music 
industry.
 
This feature will also include a round-up of top law 
schools attended by the notable alumni on the 
Top Music Lawyer list.
 
Please join Billboard in congratulating this year’s 
music power lawyers. Advertise and position your 
law firm to the decision makers in the industry who 
are always in need for the best legal counsel.
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How Subscription 
Platforms Have 
Become Revenue-
Generating, Real-
Time Fan Clubs 
BY MICAH SINGLETON

D
igital subscription platforms that 
filled the void left by the tour-
ing shutdown that began in 
2020 say they are coming off 12 

months of unprecedented subscriber and 
revenue growth thanks to the slew of art-
ists that have joined their services. 

Patreon and OnlyFans and a slate of 
new startups that enable artists to connect 
directly with their biggest devotees — and 
generate revenue in the process — have 
become the Generation Z equivalent of real-
time fan clubs, made for a demographic 
that has grown up with micropayments and 
maintaining multiple digital subscriptions, 
such as Netflix and Spotify. 

These services, along with the advent 
of video-sharing platforms TikTok and Trill-
er, have sparked the kind of rapid growth in 
the music industry that was last seen in the 
2010s, when Spotify, YouTube and Pan-
dora, among other digital service provid-
ers, helped push the industry toward a 
streaming-first economic model, while so-
cial networks such as Facebook, Instagram 
and Twitter changed marketing and promo-
tion. 

The difference between then and 
now: Subscription services give artists 
the ability to develop revenue streams that 
accrue directly to them. “If I want to do an 
album listening party exclusively for fans 
and earn money at the same time, I’ll put it 
on OnlyFans,” says Dre London, manager 
of Tyga, who is on the platform. “If you 
asked five years ago, no one would have 
thought that anyone was paying for this con-
tent. No one.” 

But, with live events expected to re-
sume in full force, or close to it, in 2022, 

these platforms are preparing for a time 
when fans may divert their disposable in-
come from subscriptions to concert and fes-
tival tickets, as well as the subscriber fatigue 
that a major survey says is inevitable. 

At a glance, here’s where the two incum-
bents stand: 

Patreon 
Subscribers 6 million 
Cut of subscriber revenue 5%-12% 
Best-known artists Joe Budden, Jacob 
Collier 
Valuation $1.2 billion 
Paid to creators to date $2 billion-plus 

OnlyFans 
Registered users 100 million-plus 
Cut of subscriber revenue 20% 
Best-known artists Cardi B, Anitta  
Revenue $400 million (2020) 
Paid to creators to date $2 billion-plus 

Patreon, which pioneered the member-
ship platform in the United States, has been 
operating since 2013, but co-founder/CEO 
Jack Conte says the company has experi-
enced unprecedented growth over the last 
year. “Starting in March,” he says, “we saw 
more creators launch on the platform than 
in the history of the company.” 

According to a September 2020 blog 
entry by Conte, Patreon has paid out $2 bil-
lion to the more than 200,000 creators on its 
site since its launch. The first $1 billion was 
distributed over six years, the second over 15 
months in 2019 and 2020. 

Conte says music is the second-fastest-
growing category on Patreon, which has 6 
million subscribers, or “patrons,” as he calls 
them. (He declined, however, to provide an 
estimate of how many music artists use the 
service.) “We saw almost 200% month-over-
month growth in music [between Febru-
ary and May]. In podcasts, video, writing 
and journalism, we saw about 100%,” he 
says. 

Patreon doesn’t disclose its financials 
but based on Conte’s assertion that the 
service is now paying out $1 billion a year, 
which he says will be used as a baseline 
moving forward, Billboard estimates the 
company’s annual revenue is $100 mil-
lion. Patreon raised $90 million in a Series 
E funding round in September, which 
valued the company at $1.2 billion, and 

is reportedly considering an initial public 
offering in 2021. 

Conte — a musician who is one half of 
the duo Pomplamoose with his wife, singer-
songwriter Nataly Dawn — founded Pa-
treon with president/chief technology 
officer (and former college roommate) Sam 
Yam after becoming frustrated with low 
payouts for his YouTube videos. “I’m not 
Diplo, but when I released something, a mil-
lion people tuned in to see it,” says Conte. 
“And the next day I’d see that my ad revenue 
payout for that video was going to be 
about 200 bucks.” 

Patreon quickly attracted attention thanks 
to its creator-friendly revenue splits. The 
service takes between 5% and 12% of sub-
scription revenue (plus payment processing 
fees), compared with YouTube’s 45% cut 
of ad revenue. (YouTube also has a mem-
bership program in which it takes 30% of 
subscription revenue.) Creators can set their 
own subscription pricing and offer multiple 
tiers for their content. Conte says some Pa-
treon creators are making “millions of dol-
lars a year” with their offerings. 

They are also reaping the benefits of 
data that Patreon shares with them. Conte 
says one reason rapper-turned-podcast-
er Joe Budden moved to Patreon (from 
Spotify) was the increased control over 
data that isn’t found on other platforms. 
“[Budden] wants to own the relationship 
with his customers; he wants to own his 
data,” says Conte. In 2018, the service un-
veiled its Patreon Relationship Manager — a 
customer portal that enables creators to ac-
cess potentially valuable information about 
their audiences including names, email and 
shipping addresses and how much those 
users have spent on content. That informa-
tion can be exported, and creators can bulk 
message their subscribers for more precise 
targeting. 

OnlyFans debuted in 2016, initially as 
a direct-to-consumer subscription platform 
for adult entertainment performers and sex 
workers. Then, last April, Beyoncé name-
dropped the company on the remix of Cardi 
B and Megan Thee Stallion’s Billboard Hot 
100 No. 1 hit “Savage,” propelling the once 
niche service into the mainstream. 

“We’re seeing up to 500,000 new users 
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PRIMARY WAVE 15TH ANNIVERSARY
2 0 2 1

On April 24, Billboard will salute Primary Wave Music on its 15th 
anniversary. 

Founded in 2006, Primary Wave Music is home to some of the 
most iconic songwriters and artists across the history of recorded 
music including Bob Marley, Stevie Nicks, Frankie Valli & the Four 
Seasons, Smokey Robinson, Whitney Houston, Burt Bacharach, 
Olivia Newton-John, and many more. 

 With offices in New York, Los Angeles, Austin, Nashville and 
London, Primary Wave Music has embraced an entrepreneurial 
spirit, offering and executing proactive one-of-a-kind ideas, 
unique services and marketing campaigns for our artists.  Primary 
Wave has earned a stellar reputation for being forward thinking 
and re-introducing classic artists and their music into the modern 
marketplace as well as nurturing young talent to become legends 
themselves.  This success is based upon their team of seasoned 
and creative executives collaboratively working together closely 
with our artists as partners.  As a company, Primary Wave strives 
for excellence in the pursuit of iconic artists and catalogs that not 
only reflect great artistry, but moments of culture.
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joining the platform daily, so it really is 
growing at a fast rate,” says OnlyFans found-
er/CEO Tim Stokely from London, where 
the company is based. “We saw over $300 
million in fan payments in December, 
which was a 370% increase from the previ-
ous December. We’ve got over 100 million 
registered users and over 1 million content 
creators. We’ve got well over 100 creators 
who have earned in excess of $1 million. I 
think I’ve proven that OnlyFans can be not 
only very lucrative but also a real career 
path and business for any type of cre-
ator.” (OnlyFans says it is unable to provide 
information on the total number of musi-
cians on the platform because it does not 
categorize creators.) 

The platform, which takes a 20% cut of 
subscriber revenue from creators, made 
a reported $300 million in earnings before 
interest, taxes, depreciation and amortiza-
tion on $400 million in revenue in 2020. 

In part, because of the adult content 
found on the platform, OnlyFans is privacy-
centric, and the data it shares with creators 
is limited to subscribers’ usernames and 
actual names. 

That has not deterred artists from open-
ing up shop. They include Cardi B, Swae 
Lee, Jermaine Dupri, Chris Brown, The-
Dream, Bella Thorne and Tyga. Recent 
sign-ons include Anitta, DJ Khaled and Fat 
Joe, the latter two of whom launched a joint 
account in January to highlight their new 
single “The Light.” Their account promised 
behind-the-scenes content for $20 a month. 

“OnlyFans has changed people’s 
perspectives on the value of their con-
tent,” says London. His client Tyga 
charges $20 a month for a subscription, for 
example, which offers behind-the-scenes 
content (much of which has been of the 
adult variety). “Everybody knows that hip-
hop has a certain lifestyle, and we’ve been 
giving it away for free on Instagram for the 
last, how many years?” says London. “So 
now, everyone’s starting to think, ‘Hold on, 
this has value.’” 

The latest entrant to the market is Fan-
base, founded by Isaac Hayes III, which 
charges users $3.99 for its subscription 
option and takes 20% of that revenue. The 
company, which now has over 37,000 users, 

raised $2.7 million through the crowdsourc-
ing platform StartEngine. Music artists 
who have jumped on board include rap-
pers Snoop Dogg and Trippie Redd. 

Similar products like Encore, an app from 
former Facebook engineer Jonathan Gray 
and hip-hop artist Kid Cudi that is in private 
beta, may expand the market, but the real 
competition will likely come from the major 
digital and social media platforms. Since 
2018, both YouTube and Facebook have 
offered subscription products for cre-
ators, with YouTube Channel Mem-
berships and Facebook Fan Subscrip-
tions, but both platforms limit access to 
creators who have a certain amount of 
subscribers (1,000 for YouTube, 10,000 
for Facebook) and take a 30% cut of rev-
enue. Facebook’s platform allows artists 
to monetize their following on Instagram, 
a subsidiary of the company that doesn’t 
support subscriptions yet. If Facebook’s rev-
enue-sharing terms become more competi-
tive with Patreon and OnlyFans, it could be 
more attractive to creators who have numer-
ous Instagram followers and don’t want to 
build an audience from scratch on another 
platform. 

Hayes, who is the son of late soul legend 
and actor Isaac Hayes, says the revenue 
generated by subscription models can put 
an artist on firmer financial footing when 
it comes time to negotiate other industry 
deals. “It gives you a little more leverage 
when a record company offers you a record 
deal and you’re already making money,” he 
says. 

He also predicts it will become a competi-
tive advantage. “If you’re an artist right now 
and you’re not monetizing your content 
in some way,” says Hayes, “in the next two 
years you’re going to get overshadowed 
and outperformed by a younger artist [that 
does].” 

Whether or not these subscription models 
continue their growth trajectory when 
live shows return, industry observers see 
pitfalls ahead. They predict that subscrip-
tion fatigue — in which consumers take a 
hard look at the monthly charges they’re 
incurring for entertainment and pare them 
back — will soon become a major issue 
for developed countries, According to 

Deloitte’s digital media trends survey of 
1,100 people, which it released in October, 
U.S. consumers who subscribe to paid video 
streaming services have maintained an aver-
age of five subscriptions since the onset of 
the pandemic, up from the three they had in 
January 2020. That’s a notable increase, but 
46% of those consumers had cut a subscrip-
tion service in the six months before the 
survey concluded. It’s a sign that churn 
— the rate at which customers cancel their 
subscriptions — will continue to be an issue 
for all companies that rely on this model, 
most notably when concerts and live events 
return over the next few years. 

While subscription fatigue may be a 
long-term issue for Patreon and OnlyFans, 
the platforms are pushing ahead, build-
ing off their growth with new initiatives 
and services preparing to launch through-
out 2021. Later this year, OnlyFans will 
implement co-streaming and one-on-
one experiences. The former will allow, 
for example, two members of a band to 
interact with fans simultaneously, and 
the latter will make fan interaction more 
personal by allowing creators to stream 
directly to a single user. The service also 
plans to launch OFTV, a free, on-demand 
video streaming platform. The move could 
help OnlyFans shake its adults-only reputa-
tion by offering a curated collection of con-
tent that will abide by the restrictions plat-
forms must follow in order to be available 
in Apple’s App Store. (OFTV is in beta and 
scheduled to launch later this year.) 

Patreon has focused on building “hori-
zontal features” that are designed to better 
serve creators. In addition to its Relation-
ship Manager, the service improved its pay-
ment infrastructure to allow payments 
in more local currencies earlier in Febru-
ary, and is providing support for creators 
that sell merchandise, including sales sup-
port, shipping and tracking. 

Both platforms are also augmenting sup-
port teams that help onboard creators and 
assist with establishing best practices. 

Conte says Patreon will continue 
growing, albeit possibly at a slightly 
slower pace once the world returns to nor-
mal. “The last year has shown artists that 
subscription platforms are another revenue 
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stream that they can develop in addition to 
touring and use to offer exclusive content 
tied to their live shows,” says Conte. “Ev-
ery artist, every creator in the world is 
going to have a membership line of busi-
ness — just like they have a touring line 
of business and a merch line. Creators are 
very much realizing the importance of di-
versifying their incomes. And Patreon hap-
pens to be a beneficiary of that.” 

Breaking Down 
BTS Label Big Hit’s 
2020 Earnings
BY GLENN PEOPLES

W
hile other record labels 
around the world have 
found growth through 
streaming during the 

coronavirus pandemic, Big Hit Entertain-
ment, home to superstar group BTS, has 
continued to thrive the old-fashioned way: 
by selling albums and merchandise.

The South Korean music company — 
which profits off recorded music, touring 
and merchandising and licensing — navi-
gated the 2020 concert shutdown and im-
proved revenue 36% to $716.7 million for the 
year, Big Hit announced Tuesday (Feb. 23) 
in its annual earnings report. Albums were 
Big Hit’s big moneymaker last year, account-
ing for 40.2% of all income. Overall operat-
ing profit climbed 44% to $128.2 million and 
net profit rose 19% to $77.5 million.

A new BTS album, Map of the Soul: 7, and 
four mini album releases by the group Sev-
enteen from Big Hit’s investment in K-pop 
label Pledis in May, helped Big Hit sell 13.2 
million albums. That’s up 54% from 2019, 
with $288.5 million of revenue — a 196% 
improvement. Eight tracks from Map of the 
Soul: 7, released last February, spent time 
on the Billboard Global 200 Chart in 2020, 
with BTS’ later singles “Dynamite” and 
“Life Goes On” both reaching No. 1. In the 
U.S., Map of the Soul: 7 sold 674,000 units in 
2020 while its tracks were streamed 715 mil-
lion times, according to MRC Data.

Normally, Big Hit’s holistic business 
model is well suited to the modern music 
business. But the pandemic killed tour-
ing, traditionally Big Hit’s largest revenue 
stream, and favored record companies that 
can sell albums to die-hard fans. Big Hit, 
which the stock market valued at $7.33 bil-
lion on Tuesday, could have grossed $180 
million from 60 world tour shows cancelled 
in 2020, according to Big Hit chairman and 
CEO Bang Si-hyuk, but saw its concert rev-
enue decline 98% from $172 million to $3.1 
million. Last year, BTS earned $116.6 million 
from its 20-show Love Yourself: Speak 
Yourself stadium tour in 2020 — behind only 
the The Rolling Stones, Taylor Swift and 
the Spice Girls on a per-show basis.

The latest earnings illustrate how Big Hit 
depends on physical album sales at a time 
when streaming is the dominant format 
globally and in South Korea, where Spo-
tify launched on February 1. But outside 
of album-leaning genres like heavy metal, 
albums are not the dominant revenue source 
they once were. Big Hit also continues to 
rely on one act — BTS — for most of its rev-
enue, though the company is making moves 
to diversify its artist roster.

Last week Big Hit and Universal Music 
Group announced a joint venture to create 
a K-pop-focused label with Geffen Records, 
and a music competition show on U.S. tele-
vision to discover a new K-pop boy band. Si-
hyuk called the partnership with the world’s 
largest music company “an acknowledge-
ment of the capability of the full-production 
system” of production, fan communication 
and the ability to launch new artists.

Its 360-degree business model allowed 
Big Hit to quickly pivot to ameliorate the 
pandemic’s effects by moving from the real 
world to a virtual one. Online concerts, 
namely a New Year’s Eve live show, drove 
content revenue up 71% to $120.1 million. 
Merchandise sales shifted from concert ven-
ues to online platform WeVerse, rising 53% 
to $233.1 million. Big Hit launched WeVerse, 
a mix of social media and e-commerce, in 
June 2020; it now processes over $90 mil-
lion in payments each quarter, according to 
Si-hyuk.

While BTS is undoubtedly a global 
phenomenon, Big Hit received 46.4% of its 

2020 revenues from South Korea — Si-hyuk 
says Big Hit accounted for 33% of all album 
sales in South Korea in 2020 — and 30.4% 
from other Asian countries, both increases 
from 2019. Without concerts in 2020, North 
America’s share of Big Hit’s income dropped 
from 33.2% to 21.8%, despite strong album 
sales and track streams in the U.S. When 
the pandemic subsides and concerts return, 
those numbers are almost certain to reverse, 
with overall revenue bound to grow.

Additional reporting by Jeyup Kwaak. 

Turning Fan Data 
Into Hits
BY DAN RYS

A
t the end of 2020, YouTube’s 
label services team invited 
thousands of members of the 
music industry — label execu-

tives, agents, managers and artists them-
selves — to a series of Masterclass sessions, 
where the company’s product and engineer-
ing teams walked them through the finer 
points of its main data tool, named Analyt-
ics for Artists. The hub, which has existed 
in different iterations for several years, 
was overhauled last July with expanded 
real-time statistics, including location and 
demographic data, average view length, 
click-through rates and the ability to view 
metrics for any video that uses a particular 
song, including fan-created content.

“We’re extremely hands-on with our 
partners when they have priorities, help-
ing them leverage the data and the insights 
that they can get from YouTube analytics 
in order to develop really smart strategies,” 
says Stephen Bryan, YouTube’s director of 
label relations. “So it was really kind of a 
deep dive on all the new features, thinking 
about them through the lens of new-release 
strategy and making sure they’re getting all 
the benefits of the richness of the data.”

Data is more plentiful than ever, thanks 
to the dominance of streaming, and has 
become increasingly important for both de-
veloping and established artists. “Frequently 
we’re asked for information like, ‘What’s 
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the best time to premiere a video?’ or, ‘What 
are the top 15 viewing markets?’” says Mick 
Management head of digital strategy Amy 
Biehl. With tools like YouTube’s, she says, 
“that information is really easy to find.”

Data “helps you see the lay of the land and 
gives you infrared vision,” says Sam Levine, 
owner of management and label services 
company Don’t Be Greedy. But, he cautions, 
“the actual music and content is what drives 
all that data, so if you’re too data-obsessed, 
you’re putting the cart way before the 
horse.”

“It just helps us gauge where to spend 
money,” says Kluger Agency founder/CEO 
Adam Kluger, who manages Lil Yachty and 
Bhad Bhabie, among others. “If we’re put-
ting out a record and it’s very stagnant or 
it’s decreasing every week, we know that 
in order for us to get it to pick back up it’s 
going to take a lot more money versus pour-
ing a little gas on something that’s already 
starting to roll.”

All of the major digital service providers 
have developed tools and teams to help art-
ists and their teams put the wealth of data 
they collect into action. In September 2019, 
Spotify revamped Spotify for Artists, an ana-
lytics and informational hub where artists 
can track stream counts, dig into audience 
metrics and analyze playlist placements, 
as well as find guidance on pitching songs 
for playlists, best practices for the platform 
and other topics. Around the same time, 
Apple unveiled its Apple Music for Artists 
program, which incorporates sales data 
from the iTunes Store, airplay information 
from its Apple Music 1 radio stations and 
Shazam impressions from around the world. 
Last March, Amazon launched its Amazon 
Music For Artists app, with streaming and 
playlist data but also details on how fans are 
employing voice requests to access songs, 
albums and lyrics. These sorts of toolkits al-
low artists’ teams to get as granular as they’d 
like, while each service employs artist and 
label relations teams to assist in parsing the 
data.

“Each streaming platform has its own 
user behavior — some are more voice-led, 
others are more mobile-driven; some drive 
more playlist consumption, others see more 
album consumption,” says Jaime Weston, 

executive vp consumer engagement at Uni-
versal Music Group. For a voice-led service 
like Amazon’s, labels need their metadata 
accurately maintained so that Alexa can re-
spond to requests. YouTube’s ability to track 
both fan uploads and cover versions lets art-
ists see how a song is catching on across its 
diverse platform. “The data also provides us 
with the ability to plan for, and more quickly 
react to, global consumption trends, giving 
us the ability to rapidly light up campaigns 
around the world.”

That can include, for example, targeted 
geographic marketing based on listener 
habits, assistance with charting tours and 
streaming data that might inform the choice 
of a next single to promote at radio or for 
which to shoot a video; the data also reveals 
those tracks fans listened to all the way 
through and those they turned off after 30 
seconds. Conventional wisdom says a fea-
ture from a big-name artist could boost an 
up-and-coming act onto bigger playlists, but 
the data might suggest that a solo track leads 
to bigger social media engagement.

Each streaming service can only track its 
own metrics. But record labels have access 
to much more information, and they too 
have begun rolling out their own tools for 
artists and managers.

“Data is a core component of literally 
every function of the company now,” says 
Dennis Kooker, Sony Music’s president of 
global digital business and U.S. sales. Two 
years ago, Sony upgraded its artist portal 
that incorporates not just streaming and 
sales information but also real-time royalty 
data and a cash-out functionality, which 
allows artists to access their royalties at any 
time. In November 2019, UMG launched its 
Universal Music Artists app, which aggre-
gates streaming analytics and social media 
data, while last February Universal Music 
Publishing Group introduced a real-time 
royalty app. Warner works with individual 
artists’ teams to create data reports tailored 
to the level of comfort each has for data, 
with some preferring raw information and 
others more curated or project-specific 
reports.

Each of the labels has multiple teams and 
divisions dedicated to not just gathering and 
processing data but converting it into ac-

tionable strategies to take advantage of the 
insights that can be gleaned, whether that’s 
plotting a tour or determining the best time 
of day for an artist to go live on YouTube to 
reach the most engaged portion of their fan 
base.

Still, data will never fully replace the gut 
instinct on which the music industry has 
always run. “What’s happening now is the 
music business is getting the same type of 
tools that a lot of other businesses have had 
for a long time,” says Kluger, noting that 
a TikTok video on a 2-year-old song can 
explode and upend the best-laid plans. “It’s 
fantastic and it’s very helpful, but you never 
know where the hit is coming from.”

While high-level data science across the 
board is in the early stages of its use in the 
music industry, there’s more work being 
done in using it for predictive services and 
in marketing, for example, to provide labels 
and management teams the information to 
support that gut instinct. “Data is one of the 
more explosive areas of the business and of 
the company,” says Kooker. “While we have 
some incredibly sophisticated tools available 
for ourselves and our artists, we’re at the 
beginning stages of where this can go. That’s 
exciting, because it just makes us all smarter, 
which means that ultimately we spend more 
time on opportunities and growing careers 
and not just trying to chase down something 
that happened a week or two weeks or a 
month ago.” 

From Beatlemania 
To Beliebers: 
The Business Of 
Fan Clubs In The 
Superfan Era
BY STEVE KNOPPER

L
ong before last November, when 
K-pop group BTS released its 
album BE, Imelda Ibarra and her 
team of 29 colleagues were picking 

up signals that something was coming. “Af-
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ter being a fan for seven years, you roughly 
know: ‘OK, it has been five or six months, 
and [BTS] start being more active on social 
media,’” says the founder of U.S. BTS Army, 
a nonprofit that shares news, video clips, 
awards show tune-in info and merchan-
dise drops to 675,000 followers on Twitter, 
10,000 on Instagram, 25,000 on Facebook 
and millions more on its website. “It’s tiny 
little nuances that you pick up. There’s a 
joke we say among fans: ‘Always be ready.’”

Ibarra’s group sprung into action, con-
tinually posting every scrap of BTS news: 
appearances on Good Morning America and 
at the American Music Awards; dozens of 
photos provided by the act’s management 
company Big Hit Entertainment; TikToks by 
the band and fans; six versions of the “Life 
Goes On” video; interviews, behind-the-
scenes clips and Instagram stories. “There is 
a distinct pressure,” says Ibarra, a 30-year-
old Los Angeles administrative assistant 
who spends between 15 and 40 hours a 
week on the group for no compensation or 
perks. “We want to make sure everyone is 
correctly informed.”

Ibarra is part of a fan club tradition going 
back decades, to Beatles fans who sent a few 
bucks to the band in the 1960s and received 
through the mail exclusive Christmas 
records, locks of George Harrison’s hair 
and shreds of John Lennon’s clothing. But 
today’s fan clubs are more engaged, and 
more powerful. This is most clear in K-pop, 
where groups like Ibarra’s have shown the 
power to marshal huge numbers of people 
to consume songs and albums, VIP tickets, 
rare merch items and virtual concerts — or 
encourage hundreds of BTS fans to line up 
for days for a 2019 New Year’s Times Square 
performance or mount a passionate mass 
defense of Blackpink member Lisa, who is 
Thai, from racist comments on social media. 
During the pandemic, artists have found 
their fan networks to be more crucial than 
ever, making up for the lack of lucrative 
tours and personal appearances by leading 
their fans to livestreams, virtual meet-and-
greets and, of course, new releases.

“Time and time again, people underesti-
mate us as a fandom,” says Ibarra, “and time 
and time again, we prove them wrong.”

Fan clubs still exist, organized by fans like 

Ibarra or by an artist’s representatives, but 
they’re a subset of the greater digital com-
munities of fandoms, where fans can opt in 
with as little as a retweet. “‘Fan club’ feels 
ancient — like paper mailers would come to 
your house once every three months when 
you were a kid and you’d get stickers and 
maybe a T-shirt and it was the only way 
you’d hear from the artist because it was 
so mysterious,” says Matt Young, a former 
member of Pearl Jam’s Ten club who is now 
president of Warner Music Artist Services, 
which helps artists from Michael Bublé to 
Shinedown communicate with their fans. 
“A fan club today is any and all of the ways 
to build community around an artist. It’s 
the concept of behind-the-scenes access 
— wanting to be close to the music and con-
nect with like-minded fans.”

Artists can communicate quickly and 
directly with their fandoms, providing 
superfans with prerelease songs and albums, 
VIP ticketing, rare merch items and virtual 
concerts. Warner’s Artist Services website 
touts the division’s ability to “create action-
able audience segments” by tracking fan 
data from websites, merch stores, social 
media and email marketing responses. “The 
main source of actionable data is knowing 
how the consumer behaves,” says Young. 
“It’s about understanding what the fans 
want rather than making something and 
telling fans to buy it.” Warner Music has 
steered Wiz Khalifa into a branded video 
game (Weed Farm) and signed My Chemi-
cal Romance to a licensing deal with Funko 
dolls for collectibles based on the band’s 
albums.

Working with artists’ managers, labels 
and other official reps, fandoms can get the 
word out quickly about new releases and 
merch: Justin Bieber spent two months hyp-
ing his February 2020 album, Changes, to 
Beliebers on social media and was rewarded 
with his seventh No. 1 album. And at a time 
when artists can’t tour and are desperate for 
concert revenue, Metallica tapped into its 
fan club to sell $115 tickets to a prerecorded 
concert film screened at drive-in movie 
theaters last August, offering presales to 
members.

Bieber’s reps communicate regularly with 
five or 10 superfans, which Jackie Augustus, 

head of digital marketing for the pop star’s 
management company SB Projects, defines 
as having “a large account online.” Through 
email, she asks them what types of products 
they want and tries to respond to their pref-
erences. “Other than tweeting, ‘Here’s the 
album, here’s the date,’ it’s more like, ‘Let’s 
bring them in,’” she says. “Superfans want 
to be engaged in the process, and they’ll 
take any little bit of anything.” For example, 
a complicated 2015 clock puzzle, sent by 
direct message, allowed superfans to piece 
together lyrics for Bieber’s “What Do You 
Mean?” before the single came out. Bieber’s 
cryptic tweets about the clock helped the 
song trend on Twitter, then “helped build 
the hype,” as Augustus puts it, and the track 
became his first No. 1 single.

Fandoms need to be treated with respect. 
“We can’t try to pull one over on them,” says 
Augustus. “They know exactly what we’re 
doing. They’re the people buying the music 
and going to the shows. What they want is 
important. I try to include them in whatever 
we’re doing.”

In exchange, superfans provide informa-
tion both directly (if Augustus finds an old 
photo of Bieber that needs to be identified, 
she occasionally reaches out to a knowl-
edgeable fan for help) or indirectly (through 
data). Using social media posts, as well as 
streaming numbers and ticket and merch 
sales metrics, managers and labels can view 
information about fans such as age, gender 
and when they’re online. “A lot of that obvi-
ously has to do with privacy and data and 
information that’s not meant to be shared,” 
says Augustus. “But we try to piece together 
what we can.”

Bieber himself currently doesn’t maintain 
an official, paid fan club, although Augustus’ 
team “interacts with fan accounts daily.” 
But many artists use their fan clubs not only 
for communication but for revenue, often 
charging lucrative dues. Eric Church’s fan 
club has a yearly fee of $35 and 40,000 pay-
ing members, who receive T-shirts, access 
to VIP tickets, meet-and-greets and other 
exclusive items, which adds up to annual 
revenue of $1.4 million. Fees vary: The Who 
charges $70 a year, The National $50 and 
Carrie Underwood $25. Official membership 
in the BTS Army costs $30; to enroll, fans 
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have to sign up for the artist-to-fan commu-
nication app Weverse.

Some artists oppose mining fan clubs for 
revenue though. The duo twenty one pilots, 
for example, prides itself on building a fan 
community without charging dues. Without 
those financial transactions, the band brings 
in less data, aside from what every artist col-
lects through YouTube, Spotify and merch 
sales. “The most important part of the fan 
club is deepening the community,” says 
Chris Woltman, the band’s manager. “Not 
how much money you make off of them.”

Fandoms that can sustain acts aren’t new, 
as generations of Deadheads, Parrotheads 
and members of the Ten Club can attest. 
And artists like Taylor Swift realized early 
on how recognizing and communicating 
directly with superfans could boost her au-
dience. In this spirit, Church delivered vinyl 
copies of his 2015 album, Misunderstood, to 
fan club members through the mail, cement-
ing their loyalty forever. “That was the big-
gest expression of, ‘You guys are going to get 
stuff before anybody else,’” says John Peets, 
manager of the country star, who recently 
landed “a seven-figure weekend” from fan 
club presales for his triple album Heart & 
Soul due in April. “All of that helps build the 
artist into something that becomes long-
lasting.” (Peets also likes to collect fan data 
in a nondigital manner: with his eyes at live 
shows. “I can go up to the front of the stage 
and look around and go, ‘Oh, a lot of people 
wearing trucker hats up there — better start 
selling some.’”)

K-pop superstars have adopted this 
long-running idea of “superserving” their 
active fans, as Shin Cho, head of K-pop 
and J-pop for Warner Music Asia, calls it, 
and built it into an international “fandus-
try.” It’s big business: In late January, as 
part of a broader deal, Korean tech firm 
Naver invested more than $320 million in 
the company that runs Weverse, the social 
media app that K-pop stars use to provide 
music, video and other content. (The app, 
which reached 10 million downloads last 
July, recently premiered the exclusive BTS 
documentary Break the Silence: The Movie.) 
“It’s very K-pop-specific at this moment. It’s 
very early stage,” says Cho, noting that In-
terscope bedroom-pop artist Gracie Abrams, 

who is from Los Angeles, recently set up her 
own fan community on the Korean platform. 
“But it’s definitely time to monitor and see 
how this is playing out.”

Sometimes artists give to fans: In August, 
Blackpink’s announcement of its new 
single, “Ice Cream,” a collaboration with 
Selena Gomez, came with a custom ice 
cream flavor, social media freebies and an 
L.A. food truck making personal deliveries. 
And sometimes fans give to artists: In 2019, 
K-pop boy band Monsta X’s loyal following, 
known as Monbebe, was so furious about 
member Wonho leaving the group that it 
raised $20,000 to erect a billboard in New 
York’s Times Square demanding his return.

For such instant, powerful brand loyalty, 
the phrase “fan club” seems antiquated. “I 
wouldn’t say a fan club. It’s more like part-
ners,” says Eshy Gazit, Monsta X’s interna-
tional manager. “It’s a constant giving to one 
another and inspiring one another. Monsta 
X works hard to get the best things for the 
fans, and the fans work hard to empower 
Monsta X. It’s like a circle.” 

Behind Maluma’s 
Ambitious ‘Papi 
Juancho’ Tour: 
‘We Gave the 
Industry a Needed 
Infusion’
BY LEILA COBO

M
aluma’s newly announced 30-
date U.S. and Puerto Rico are-
na tour, on sale this Friday, is 
the biggest and most ambitious 

2021 U.S. tour announced post-pandemic in 
the United States, for any genre.

Set to kick off Sept. 1 in Sacramento’s 
Golden 1 Center and closing at Chicago’s 
Allstate Arena, the tour is big by any 
standard and signals confidence not just in 
Maluma but also in the live market overall.

“This is going to be Maluma’s biggest 

U.S. tour to date,” says his manager Walter 
Kolm of WK Entertainment. “Once doc-
tor Anthony Fauci announced most of the 
population would be vaccinated by July, we 
wanted to give back to Maluma’s fans the 
full experience of his live show and bring 
back some joy. We are going out with a full 
production and all Covid protocols in place.”

“Maluma is good news,” adds Henry 
Cárdenas, CEO of Cárdenas Marketing Net-
work (CMN), which is producing the tour. 
“We gave the industry a needed infusion. It’s 
good for the market, and we’re ready to go.”

Being “ready to go” in the age of COVID 
implies many things. On the one hand, 
Cárdenas needed to get the green light from 
each of the 23 venues, which are responsible 
for implementing COVID protocols, in order 
to route and announce their tour stops. 
These include Madison Square Garden in 
New York City and the AmericanAirlines 
Arena in Miami.

“They agreed that between now and 
September, things will have returned to 
normal,” he says.

But if things don’t “return to normal,” 
Cárdenas has a contingency plan that’s still 
built on the assumption that concerts will 
take place. Specifically, the Maluma tour 
is being booked in an in-the-round or 360 
format, which allows for more seating. In 
Miami, for example, a 360 stage can accom-
modate 18,000 seats, which Maluma can 
handily sell out in that market.

If things are not back to “normal” and ca-
pacity needs to be reduced to accommodate 
social distancing, Cárdenas says “we can cut 
ticket sales by half, do two nights instead 
of one, and still make a profit. Whether we 
sell at 100% capacity or 50% capacity, the 
numbers will work.”

The caveat, of course, is that this plan 
works with only select acts, like Maluma, 
who can sell out arenas and whose pricing is 
not exorbitant.

The last time Maluma toured the U.S., 
as part of his “11:11” trek in 2019 and early 
2020, he played 36 shows and grossed $23 
million, according to Boxscore, with an 
average ticket price of $90.39. This time 
around, prices will range from approxi-
mately $40 to $250, says Cárdenas, and he 
expects full houses, buoyed by a string of 
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hit singles including “Hawai,” which last 
summer hit No. 1 on Billboard’s debut ex 
U.S. global chart. In addition, Maluma’s ex-
posure from his upcoming film, Marry Me, 
alongside Jennifer Lopez (slated for 2022) 
will only heighten interest in his show.

While Maluma is the first major tour to be 
announced for 2021, it hasn’t been for lack 
of trying. Last year, Cárdenas was planning 
to announce on-sale dates for May with Ana 
Gabriel and Alejandro Sanz and had to 
postpone them because “the venues were 
not ready.” Plans were further complicated 
by the presidential elections, and later, by 
the events that took place in the Capitol. 
And of course, there’s the continued uncer-
tainty of COVID.

“But now, it’s done,” says Cárdenas. “We 
can’t keep on postponing tours. In this case, 
management, Walter Kolm, the artist and 
CMN got together to do a tour with afford-
able prices. I hope more artists come to the 
table and work with us.” 

Chance the 
Rapper Fires Back 
at Ex-Manager’s 
$3 Million Lawsuit
BY CLAUDIA ROSENBAUM

C
hance the Rapper is suing his 
former manager Pat Corco-
ran for breach of responsibilities 
and diverting business opportuni-

ties to his separate companies, along with 
“demanding and accepting kickbacks as the 
price for doing business” with the artist, 
according to a complaint filed Feb. 19 in Il-
linois Cook County Circuit court.

“This case is a story of two people - a 
groundbreaking successful rapper, song-
writer, performer, and philanthropist 
named Chancelor Bennett (professionally 
known as Chance the Rapper) whose talent, 
success, and commitment to giving back 
to his community are well known, and a 
disgruntled former manager named Patrick 
Corcoran whose shocking violations of his 

position of trust are less well known and 
only now coming to light,” according to the 
32-page lawsuit.

Bennett says he met Corcoran, also 
known as Pat the Manager, in 2012 when 
the latter was just a fan and hired him to 
manage his music career on an at-will basis. 
Their relationship was based on an oral 
agreement where Corcoran would receive 
15% of the net profits that the rapper earned 
from the exploitation of his music. Bennett 
says in the court papers that their rela-
tionship began to sour in late 2017 when 
Corcoran interfered with an opportunity for 
him to be the face of a new company. Sub-
sequently, he says that Corcoran “abdicated 
his managerial responsibilities” during 
the creation of his studio album The Big 
Day and failed to create a marketing plan for 
the album’s release.

Bennett said he terminated Corcoran’s 
services in April 2020.

The rapper wasn’t the first to take their 
dispute to court. On Nov. 30, 2020, Corcoran 
filed a breach of contract lawsuit against 
Bennett, also in Illinois Cook County Cir-
cuit court. In it, Corcoran claimed that he 
was fired because Bennett blamed him for 
“underwhelming fan support” to his 2019 
debut studio album, The Big Day, and its 
tour, according to his lawsuit. Corcoran said 
Bennett disregarded his advice before and 
after the album release, contributing to its 
supposedly underwhelming performance.

Corcoran claimed that despite being owed 
more than $3 million in unpaid commis-
sions, Bennett’s father said they were only 
willing to pay him a $350,000 lump sum.

Corcoran said he gave up college to de-
vote himself to promoting Bennett’s talents 
and in exchange was promised 15% of net 
profits.

Bennett, however, counters that his 
ex-manager’s lawsuit’s “fabricated nar-
rative is offensive and insulting.” Bennett 
said not only was his album a success, but 
that he had to deal with the fallout regard-
ing “Corcoran’s botching of the exclusive 
presale” of vinyl and CD projects. He also 
accuses Corcoran of demanding kickbacks 
from individuals seeking to do business with 
Bennett and taking meetings with interested 
individuals and converting them into oppor-

tunities for himself. He claims that not only 
did Corcoran convert business opportunities 
for his own benefit but worked against the 
artist’s interests in favor of his own.

In a statement, Corcoran’s attorney 
denied Bennett’s accusations and took issue 
with the rapper’s line of attack.

“Rather than confront the substance of 
Pat the Manager’s claims, the defendants 
have elected to attack Mr. Corcoran’s char-
acter and rewrite history,” Corcoran attor-
ney said. “The aspersions cast by the Chance 
camp are offensive and do not reflect the 
reality of the relationship that Mr. Corcoran 
and Mr. Bennett developed over many years 
of collaboration. The results of the pair’s 
fruitful teamwork—and the contrasting re-
sults when Mr. Corcoran was sidelined—are 
evident to the public.”

The statement added, “Mr. Corcoran is 
proud of the work he did on Mr. Bennett’s 
behalf, and is proud of the work he contin-
ues to perform for other talented artists. Mr. 
Corcoran looks forward to presenting his 
claims and airing out the defendants’ base-
less accusations in court.”

Both sides are demanding a jury trial. 

The Weeknd 
Signs With CAA 
Worldwide, 
Moving Over 
From WME
BY TATIANA CIRISANO

I
t’s been a jam-packed month for The 
Weeknd, who recently performed the 
Super Bowl LV halftime show and an-
nounced his After Hours World Tour 

set for January 2022. Now, the Canadian 
singer-songwriter and producer has signed 
with Creative Artists Agency in all areas 
worldwide, the two parties announced 
today (Feb. 24).

“Abel, [his manager] Sal [Slaiby] and their 
team are as ambitious in their thinking as 
we are, clearly seeing the special opportuni-
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ties they have, both in building their busi-
ness to new heights and having a meaning-
ful cultural impact,” CAA agent Christian 
Carino said. “We are honored to play a role 
in helping shape Abel’s next chapter.”

The artist born Abel Tesfaye, a recent Bill-
board cover star, moves over from William 
Morris Endeavor (WME). At WME, he 
worked with former head of music Marc 
Geiger, who exited the agency last June.

The Weeknd currently has two singles 
in the Billboard Hot 100 top 10 with “Save 
Your Tears” and “Blinding Lights,” the latter 
of which broke the records for both the 
most weeks spent in the top five and the top 
10 among all titles in the chart’s 62-year his-
tory. His fourth album After Hours, released 
in March 2020, made him the first art-
ist ever to top the Billboard 200, Hot 100, 
Artist 100, Hot 100 Songwriters and Hot 100 
Producers charts simultaneously.

The Weeknd is managed by Slaiby 
and Amir “Cash” Esmailian. His attor-
ney is Kenny Meiselas of Grubman Shire 
Meiselas & Sacks. 

Daft Punk’s Music 
Streams Surge 
After Breakup 
Announcement
BY KEITH CAULFIELD

S
treams and sales of Daft Punk’s 
catalog posted big gains in the 
wake of the chart-topping dance/
electronic duo’s breakup an-

nouncement on Monday morning (Feb. 22).
According to initial reports to MRC Data, 

the act’s (Guy-Manuel de Homem-Christo 
and Thomas Bangalter) catalog of songs 
earned 6.76 million on-demand streams in 
the U.S on Feb. 22 — up 242% as compared 
to the 1.97 million that it garnered on Feb. 
21.

Daft Punk’s top 10 most-streamed songs 
in the U.S. on Feb. 22 were:

“Starboy” (The Weeknd featuring Daft 
Punk; 676,000 streams; up 17%) 

“One More Time” (533,000; up 358%) 
“I Feel It Coming” (The Weeknd featuring 
Daft Punk; 526,000; up 26%) 
“Get Lucky,” featuring Pharrell Wil-
liams and Nile Rodgers (454,000; up 169%) 
“Harder Better Faster Stronger” (387,000; 
up 429%) 
“Around the World” (312,000; up 373%) 
“Instant Crush,” featuring Julian Casablan-
cas (271,000; up 351%) 
“Something About Us” (190,000; up 483%) 
“Lose Yourself to Dance,” featuring Pharrell 
Williams (169,000; up 436%) 
“Digital Love” (155,000; up 731%).

Meanwhile, Daft Punk’s collected albums 
and songs sold 7,500 copies on Feb. 22-23, 
according to initial reports — up 594% com-
pared to the 1,100 sold on Feb. 20-21. The 
act’s biggest selling song on Feb. 22-23 was 
“One More Time,” released in 2000, with 
800 downloads sold — up 1,127%. The duo’s 
best-selling album on Feb. 23-23 was “One 
More Time” parent album, Discovery, with 
600 copies sold (up 1,075%).

Daft Punk made its Billboard chart debut 
on April 5, 1997, when “Da Funk” bowed on 
the Dance Club Songs chart at No. 39. It 
eventually climbed to No. 1 on the May 17, 
1997-dated chart — the first of seven leaders 
and 12 top 10s for the act.

The twosome also landed five songs on 
the all-genre Billboard Hot 100 chart, 
including three top 10s: “Starboy” (No. 1, 
one week), “Get Lucky” (No. 2) and “I Feel 
It Coming” (No. 4).

Daft Punk placed seven albums on the 
all-genre Billboard 200 chart, including 
a pair of top 10 efforts: the Tron: Lega-
cy soundtrack (No. 4 in 2011) and the act’s 
final studio album, Random Access Memo-
ries (No. 1, two weeks, in 2013). 

Fry’s Electronics 
Chain Shutting 
Down After 36-
Year Run
BY ASSOCIATED PRESS

F
ry’s Electronics, the go-to chain 
for tech tinkerers looking for an 
obscure part, is closing for good.

The company, perhaps even 
more well known for outlandish themes at 
some of its stores, from Aztec to “Alice’s Ad-
ventures in Wonderland,” said Wednesday 
in an online posting that the COVID-19 pan-
demic had made it impossible to continue.

Fans immediately took to Twitter to post 
images and memories (good and bad).

The chain was concentrated on the West 
Coast, but had 31 stores in nine states. It was 
founded 36 years ago.

Neil Saunders, managing director at 
GlobalData, called it “the end of an era, and 
a sad day” for an army of loyal customers.

The pandemic has done heavy damage to 
retailers, but Fry’s was already getting ham-
mered by online competition and a battle 
between heavy-hitters Best Buy and Ama-
zon.com.

The wild themes became more of a 
burden than an experience, Saunders said, 
and when the chain began to struggle, gaps 
began to appear on shelves in the the cav-
ernous stores, making them a shell of what 
they once were.

“Fry’s was really a business build for the 
1980s electronics boom. During that era, it 
was a gathering place for enthusiasts of an 
industry that was on fire,” Saunders said. 
“However, those days have long since gone 
and now too has an icon that represented 
them.”

Fry’s Electronics Inc. said its operations 
have ceased and the wind-down of locations 
will begin immediately. Customers with 
electronics being repaired in-store store are 
being asked to pick them up.

The chain’s online presence appears 
largely to have been shut down. 
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On Being Black: 
How Gamble 
& Huff Turned 
a Dream into 
Destiny
BY GAIL MITCHELL

K
enneth Gamble and Leon Huff 
have come a long way since a 
chance meeting in the eleva-
tor of Philadelphia’s Schubert 

Building, which housed several production 
and publishing companies back in the ‘50s 
and ‘60s. Huff was working at a production 
company on the second floor; Gamble on the 
sixth.

“I knew Gamble was connected with 
music, because he had a guitar in his hands,” 
recalls Huff. “And I played piano. We ended 
up meeting a few days later at my home in 
the Camden, New Jersey projects and wrote 
six or seven songs. We felt so good about our 
first writing session that we did it again and 
again and again.”

Now Gamble and Huff are celebrating 
the 50th anniversary of their iconic label, 
Philadelphia International. (Our Bill-
board staff just ranked our picks for the 
label’s 50 greatest songs.) In this as-told-to, 
the pair reminisce about the challenges and 
rewards of their journey as they lay out a 
blueprint for music’s next generation.

Gamble: The difference between the 
industry then and now has a lot to do with 
the respective time periods. In terms of the 
racial issues, I see some of those same prob-
lems now. But when we were coming up, 
there were also many more problems with 
marketing and distribution. All we had were 
R&B stations playing our music in the ‘60s, 
like the Intruders’ “Cowboys to Girls.” But 
they didn’t have the wattage to create the 
maximum exposure that led to maximum 
sales.

We tried to do our own distribution, but 
it was hard. When we started putting the 
albums out in the early days, Black artists’ 

pictures weren’t put on the covers because 
most retail stores didn’t want those pictures 
seen in their store windows. White stations 
versus Black stations; Black artists perform-
ing only at Black venues. There’s always 
been this divide-and-conquer thing.

Huff: Those were the stresses we encoun-
tered in what was then a normal process. 
But we had to endure, especially since we 
believed in our product. We knew we had 
powerful music.

Gamble: [Founder] Berry Gordy’s Mo-
town and its great music was what inspired 
Philadelphia International. Motown had a 
quality sound that stood out to everyone no 
matter what color you were. That’s what we 
started to shoot for: music that would con-
quer every barrier that was being put up.

Huff: Gamble and I initially started with 
Gamble and Huff Productions. We were 
doing records on Wilson Pickett, the Sweet 
Inspirations, Archie Bell & the Drells and 
Dusty Springfield for Atlantic. We worked 
with Jerry Butler at Mercury. We were hav-
ing a lot of success. So I’m thinking if we’re 
having hits for all the majors that we work 
for, why don’t we form our own label? So 
we started with Gamble Records and the 
Intruders. You always get naysayers. But 
we had confidence in our abilities to create 
music and produce records.

Gamble: Once Huff and I began putting 
our two ends together — a production com-
pany and a creative company — we needed 
a machine like a CBS/Columbia that could 
take those records all over the world. We 
also wanted to move into owning our pub-
lishing and masters, which we learned from 
others like Sam Cooke and Ray Charles. We 
didn’t have a lot of money, but we had a lot 
of songs — which we equated to being able 
to generate money.

Once we partnered with Columbia in 1971, 
we were able to get our music on pop radio. 
Sales tripled or quadrupled because we were 
dealing with stations that had 50,000 watts 
of power instead of 500 or 1000. Clive Davis 
gave us that shot at Columbia and we came 
through. The first batch of records we gave 
him included “Me and Mrs. Jones,” “Back 
Stabbers” and “The Love I Lost.” It was a 
product deal at first. Numbers are jumping 
around in my head, since this was 50 years 

ago, but I think the deal was for something 
like $70,000 for four pieces of product. 
Then we negotiated a new deal after that.

Huff: We did exactly what we wanted 
to do: sign artists and build a star-studded 
roster, work in our own studios and bring in 
great songwriters, producers, musicians and 
engineers. All Gamble and I had to do was 
concentrate on the songs. To this very day 
I have no regrets. But I don’t think I could 
start a Philadelphia International now, 
because I’m from the live musician era. I’d 
have to learn to work on machines. And I 
know I wouldn’t be in the mood to do that. 
[Laughs.]

Gamble: Besides ourselves, there were 
Thom Bell, Linda Creed, McFadden & 
Whitehead, Bobby Martin … I can’t even 
think of all the great songwriters, producers 
and artists we had. Philadelphia became a 
center for its own music.

Now in music’s digital world, the best ad-
vice I have for music’s next generation is to 
learn as much as you can about the industry 
and distribution, align yourself with a strong 
business partner and also learn as much as 
possible about the past so you can shape the 
future. Get to the place where you own your 
own projects so you have something valu-
able to sell later or pass down to your family.

Huff: Believe in yourself and your talent. 
And do a lot of praying. You also have to 
make the right connections because it’s also 
about relationships, surrounding yourself 
with the right business people and think-
ers. We’ve had the same accountant now for 
almost 50 years. Songwriters also need to be 
critical of themselves, and not worry about 
writing a hit record. Just write great music. 
Gamble and I wrote every day, 24/7. When I 
hear our music played today, it still sounds 
relevant.

Gamble: In the beginning for Huff and I, 
it was like, “Maybe we can make $20 a night 
on a weekend.” After that, music became 
a source for us to make a living. Then it 
became more: a 60-year partnership and 
friendship, working and planning together 
as we built a destiny.

Huff: Gamble and I never had a plan B. 
We built a solid relationship based on loy-
alty and respect that grew into a success that 
went well beyond my imagination. And we 
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still like each other [laughs]. We’ll always be 
joined at the hip with music. 

Strictly Discs in 
Wisconsin, in a 
Pandemic: ‘We 
Have Decided 
Not to Apply’ for 
Federal Assistance
BY CHRIS EGGERTSEN

I
n October 1988, Angie Roloff and her 
husband Ron opened Strictly Discs in 
Madison, Wisconsin, after Ron left a 
career in the biomedical research field 

to pursue his love of music full time. Nearly 
31 years later, the couple made the difficult 
decision to shutter in-store operations due 
to COVID-19, roughly a week before Gov. 
Tony Evers forced a mandatory shutdown of 
all non-essential businesses. After the Wis-
consin Supreme Court overturned Evers’ 
stay-at-home order in May 2020 — ruling it 
“unlawful” and “unenforceable” — the Rol-
offs and their employees reopened the store 
and have kept it running ever since.

As part of Billboard’s efforts to best cover 
the coronavirus pandemic and its impacts 
on the music industry, we will be speak-
ing with Roloff regularly to chronicle her 
experience throughout the crisis. (Read the 
previous installment here and see the full 
series here.)

Now that cases are going down, we’ve 
had a lot of states lifting restrictions, 
including in California. I’m wondering 
if you’ve seen any restrictions on retail 
establishments being lifted or relaxed at 
all?

Nothing for retail, but there have been 
quite a few modifications of some of the 
gathering regulations, as well as some initial 
conversations about reopening schools. So 
there’s certainly some movement towards 
reopening, but nothing that specifically 
impacts us.

Last time, we talked about govern-
ment assistance, and you said you might 
qualify for something. Have you figured 
out what you might be eligible for at this 
point?

We’re eligible to apply, [but] so far, we 
have decided not to apply because we don’t 
need it as much as others do. So for now, 
that’s our approach. That could change, if 
something changes as far as shutdowns or 
closures or that sort of thing. But right now, 
we feel pretty confident that we don’t need 
another [Paycheck Protection Program] 
loan.

Online sales obviously have skyrock-
eted during the pandemic in all different 
segments. Have you seen your percentage 
of online sales go up since the pandemic? 
And if so, what kind of an increase have 
you seen?

Yes. That was one of the things that grew 
right away when we closed our doors, be-
cause that was pretty much the case across 
the country, with stay at home orders almost 
universal. And so right away, both our web-
site and also online platforms, whether it be 
Amazon or eBay, Discogs, all of those, grew 
exponentially during that time. With busi-
nesses being back open, those have come 
down a little bit, but they’re still at a very 
heightened level. Even in January, [online 
sales were] up 25 to 30% over the prior year 
January.

Some people are saying this could be 
a big shift in the way people shop long 
term — that because of the pandemic, 
people that didn’t buy online before the 
pandemic who have become accustomed 
to it now might continue doing that. Do 
you think that’s going to be the case?

I think the logical answer to your 
question would be yes. I would presume 
people would be ordering online more. The 
interesting thing is, since we’ve reopened, 
and now, almost a month and a half post-
holidays in this year, it doesn’t feel that way 
in the store. That’s interesting, especially 
when you’re talking about new LPs, because 
people can readily buy those online. But 
we’re seeing people come in, even in a week 
like this, where it’s been brutally cold, to 
shop for new records.

What is your feeling around online 

sales vs. in-store sales generally?
Naturally, we’ve always put our local cus-

tomers first, and we want to be a resource 
for them. But there’s certainly something 
to be said about the worldwide market, and 
things maybe that some of our customers 
aren’t interested in. Especially when you 
look at a platform like Amazon, we sell a lot 
of used CDs on that platform that aren’t for 
sale in the store. They’re literally just things 
that we’ve listed there and that sell well 
there.

And you have to keep in mind, too, that 
there are lots of people in this country 
that don’t have a local record store. And 
so physically going to a brick and mortar 
establishment isn’t an option for them. So 
that is when some of those online platforms 
come into play. I think we were fortunate 
that we had already made a really significant 
investment in listing product online before 
COVID occurred. And so it wasn’t some-
thing we had to necessarily pivot to.

Taylor Swift announced that she 
re-recorded Fearless and is planning on 
releasing that as “Taylor’s version” of 
the album. Do you think that’s something 
people are going to rush out and buy?

It’s hard to know. Naturally, something 
from Taylor Swift is going to have demand. 
And I think certainly people...would rather 
purchase the version that she’s gonna ben-
efit financially from. So it might have more 
of an impact on future sales than necessarily 
the day of release. 

How Chung Ha 
Brought K-Pop 
and Latin Music 
Together Like 
Never Before
BY NOLAN FEENEY

L
ong before she became an inter-
national K-pop star, South Korean 
singer Chung Ha spent several 
years of her childhood in Dallas. As 
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she took classes to learn English, however, 
it was her Spanish-speaking classmates who 
caught her ear.

“It was really new for me,” she tells Bill-
board over Zoom from a conference room 
in Seoul, surrounded by a few face-mask-
wearing members of her label team. “I 
always wanted to understand what they 
were saying.”

Fast forward to 2021, and the 25-year-old 
has made one of the highest-profile cross-
overs between K-pop and Latin music to 
date. “Demente,” from her just-released 
debut album Querencia, is a sunny dance-
floor summons that finds Chung Ha teaming 
up with Puerto Rican breakout Guaynaa and 
singing in both Korean and Spanish, with 
pronunciation skills she honed over months 
of lessons.

“I think it’s amazing that a K-pop artist 
takes to heart the assignment of learning 
a language, and her interpretation is very 
good,” says Guaynaa’s manager, Andy Marti-
nez. “She’ll be able to reach new markets.”

In the world of K-pop, no genre is off-
limits: In addition to the usual cocktail of 
explosive hip-hop and EDM, its biggest hit-
makers have touched everything from folk 
to R&B to disco. In the last few years, Latin 
sounds have increasingly entered the mix, 
particularly as reggaetón’s popularity has 
grown around the world. “Some of the most 
passionate K-pop fans are based in Latin 
America — especially in Brazil — so artists 
are always looking for ways to further con-
nect with their fanbases in these regions,” 
says Ronny Ho, head of dance and electronic 
development at Spotify.

Yet Querencia’s ambitious and sophisti-
cated sampling of global sounds may mark 
a turning point for K-pop’s international 
reach. “Chung Ha is groundbreaking be-
cause of her ability to dabble and collaborate 
successfully in a wide range of genres,” Ho 
says. On Querencia, that doesn’t stop at “De-
mente”: There’s also the Caribbean bounce 
of “Play,” the boogaloo beat of “Masquer-
ade,” and the bossa nova grooves of “Lem-
on” — all of which sit alongside the more 
familiar dancefloor anthems and rock-
tinged ballads.

“I don’t think there’s been a record like 
this,” says Sean Miyashiro, CEO of 88rising, 

the U.S.-based, Asia-focused label and man-
agement company that signed Chung Ha 
last year in a partnership with her Korean 
home, MNH Entertainment. “What this 
shows is that she can do anything. She can 
do any style. She can do any sound. She can 
do it well, and she does it with respect. She’s 
never going to do anything without giving it 
100% or understanding the texture of it all.”

A nimble vocalist and magnetic dancer, 
Chung Ha first debuted in the short-lived 
reality show group I.O.I. before launching 
her solo career in 2017 and releasing a hand-
ful of EPs. Pushing herself on Querencia, 
she says, was always her goal. She rapped 
harder, sang more English material and got 
more conceptual, splitting the album’s 21 
tracks — with an hour run time, Querencia is 
relatively long for a K-pop solo project — 
into four thematic chapters.

“I said yes to almost everything,” Chung 
Ha says with a laugh. “It was fun exploring 
new parts of me. That’s why there’s a [chap-
ter] called Unknown, and ‘Demente’ fits in 
there because I never thought I would speak 
in Spanish. That was a big unknown.” (In 
addition to her Spanish lessons, Chung Ha 
says she relied on a fluent friend to coach 
her through recording.)

Though Chung Ha had mentioned her 
interest in exploring Latin influences to her 
team early on, she didn’t start that process 
in earnest until she heard an early version of 
“Play.” “It wasn’t really on my list of demos 
[to sing],” she says, “but I was like, ‘Hey, I 
want to do this.’” After she linked up with 
88rising, Miyashiro suggested she lean into 
Latin music further, and helped bring “De-
mente” to life.

“We worked with a lot of different Latin 
producers on it,” says Miyashiro. “We sent 
them the song, and they were like, ‘This 
is not even reggaetón, this like a different 
genre of older, classical pop music.’ Every-
body was so excited. Chung Ha didn’t want 
to just infuse a song with some sounds, she 
really wanted to do it.”

Songs like “Demente,” Chung Ha says, 
wouldn’t have been possible even a few 
years ago, when streaming was just starting 
to chip away at genre and cultural barriers 
in the music industry. “I think that today 
everyone is more open,” she says. “I’m so 

thankful for that and for all the K-pop artists 
out here with us [pushing boundaries].”

That shift has set Chung Ha up for suc-
cess behind the scenes, too. In addition to 
the 88rising partnership, she also signed 
with ICM Partners last spring for global 
representation outside of Asia. “The album 
is just the beginning,” Miyashiro says. “This, 
to me, is the start of her development as 
an artist and what she means as an Asian 
female pop star to the universe.”

Launching a debut album during a 
pandemic, of course, had its challenges — 
including the fact that, last year, Chung 
Ha tested positive for COVID-19. (MNH 
reported that she was asymptomatic.) 
With promotional opportunities limited, she 
and her team focused on keeping a steady 
stream of singles coming while staying in 
touch with her fans.

In K-pop, pressure to maintain a flawless 
image is high, yet Chung Ha becomes espe-
cially animated as she talks about getting 
vulnerable with the fan community she calls 
Byulharang, which roughly means “shin-
ing like stars together.” A song on the 
album named after them opens with the 
lyrics, “It’s OK not to be fine.”

“I thought it was OK to share the parts of 
me that were having a hard time, the parts 
of me that were struggling,” she says of Que-
rencia. The album is named after a Span-
ish concept describing a kind of emotional 
stronghold or safe space; it’s something 
Chung Ha learned about in therapy, a pro-
cess she happily shares with fans over VLive 
(a South Korean app similar to Instagram’s 
livestreaming feature).

“I constantly tell them what we talk about 
[in therapy],” she says. “‘She asked me this 
question, so I’m going to ask you this: What 
do you think?’ That’s just what keeps us 
more open. Music is all about opening up 
and sharing.”

And more music is on the way. Queren-
cia has only been out for a few days, but 
Chung Ha says she’s already prepping new 
material, teasing an unreleased collabora-
tion in addition to a video for “Demente.” 
After that? “I think I’ll be working on my 
next album,” she says. “Just trying a lot more 
experimental things that I haven’t done, and 
seeing what happens.” 
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Global Citizen 
Unveils Recovery 
Plan for the World 
& Upcoming 
Broadcast Special
BY CHRIS GARDNER

G
lobal Citizen, the international 
advocacy organization, today an-
nounced its Recovery Plan for the 
World, a year-long campaign and 

series of events designed to better the planet 
across five categories. These include ending 
COVID-19 and the hunger crisis, resuming 
learning, protecting the planet and advanc-
ing equity.

The detailed framework — presented in 
full and put forth on the org’s website — is 
being supported by leaders across the music 
and entertainment space including Priyanka 
Chopra Jonas, Billie Eilish, Coldplay, Femi 
Kuti, H.E.R., Hugh Jackman, Idris and 
Sabrina Elba, Jonas Brothers, Lang Lang, 
Lars Ulrich, Miley Cyrus, Rachel Brosnahan, 
SuperM, Usher and Yemi Alade. Global Citi-
zen ambassadors Jill and Olivia Vedder have 
also signed on.

“While COVID-19 has touched every 
individual on the planet, the pandemic’s 
impact on the most vulnerable — especially 
those living in extreme poverty — has been 
devastating, leaving people worse off than 
they were, even just a year ago. More than 
1.5 billion children have had their education 
disrupted and millions of families are facing 
starvation. But the action we take together 
can make a difference,” said Chopra Jonas, 
Global Citizen ambassador. “By using our 
voices to call on world leaders, corporations 
and philanthropists to step up and take ur-
gent action, and by supporting the Recovery 
Plan for the World, we can impact millions 
of lives for the better now, not later.”

The campaign will include a global 
broadcast special, airing in May, that will be 
geared toward helping overcome vaccine 
hesitancy while rallying governments to 

equitably distribute vaccines. The special is 
said to be in collaboration with the Europe-
an Commission, the World Health Organi-
zation, Italy (as head of the G20), the state 
of California and iHeartMedia. Additional 
details are expected in the coming weeks.

Also in 2021, Global Citizen, in partner-
ship with Teneo, will bring the campaign to 
life with a series of pledging moments and 
global events with key moments includ-
ing Global Citizen LIVE, a multi-hour global 
event featuring performances from Lagos, 
New York, Paris, Seoul and Sydney; and 
Global Citizen at the G20 Summit, jointly 
hosted by the Italian G20 Presidency and 
the European Commission and held in 
Rome on Oct. 30-31.

The plans come on the heels of last 
year’s Global Citizen-hosted One World: 
Together at Home and Global Goal: Unite for 
Our Future, events that helped mobilize 
more than $1.5 billion in cash grants, with 
over $1.1 billion already disbursed. “A virus 
anywhere remains a virus everywhere, and 
our goal is to unite world leaders, artists and 
entertainers, philanthropists and CEOs to 
end COVID-19 for all and kickstart a global 
recovery,” said Hugh Evans, co-founder and 
CEO of Global Citizen.

More information about the plan can be 
found here.

This article was originally published 
by The Hollywood Reporter. 

H.E.R., Yolanda 
Adams & More to 
Perform at Black 
Music Collective 
Pre-Grammy 
Event
BY HERAN MAMO

T
he Recording Academy’s Black 
Music Collective announced 
Wednesday (Feb. 23) that it will 
host its inaugural event during 

Grammy Week 2021 to amplify Black profes-
sionals in the music industry.

Grammy-winning artists Yolanda Ad-
ams, H.E.R., PJ Morton and first-time 
Grammy-nominated rapper and producer 
duo Freddie Gibbs & Alchemist will be 
performing at the virtual event, which will 
be hosted live by BMC Executive Spon-
sor Jeriel Johnson on March 10, four days 
before its March 14 date. Adams and H.E.R. 
are two of the six artists who were elected to 
the BMC’s leadership council last October

Four of the six honorary chairs — Jimmy 
Jam, Quincy Jones, former chairman/
CEO of BET Networks Debra Lee and Jeff 
Harleston, executive vp of business & legal 
affairs for North America of Universal 
Music Group — will engage in intimate 
reflections. (Jam and Lee previously served 
together on the Recording Academy’s diver-
sity and inclusion task force.) Their fellow 
honorary chair John Legend, Janelle 
Monáe, Issa Rae and activist Tamika Mal-
lory will participate in fireside chats about 
the Black experience and social justice. The 
specific topics covered in the program in-
clude the impact of Black music, the culture 
shifting power of Black music, the impact 
of Black women in music, and the power, 
purpose, and progress of the state of Black 
music.

“As the first of its kind, we created this 
event with every intention to amplify Black 
voices and each of our experiences within 
the industry,” said Harvey Mason Jr., chair 
and interim president/CEO of the Record-
ing Academy, in an official statement. “The 
BMC will continue to foster a space for 
members and industry professionals to 
educate and elevate Black creators during 
Grammy Week and beyond.”

The Recording Academy announced the 
formation of the BMC on Sept. 3, 2020, de-
scribing the new entity as “a group of Black 
music creators and professionals who share 
the common goal of amplifying Black voices 
within the Academy and the music commu-
nity.” On Monday, the BMC partnered with 
Amazon Music to announce a multi-year 
scholarship and mentorship program for se-
lect students at Historically Black Colleges 
and Universities (HBCU).

“We are thrilled to announce this virtual 
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program as the BMC continues to celebrate 
Black music and those who share our mis-
sion to foster and accelerate Black represen-
tation, equity and inclusion throughout the 
music industry,” said Riggs Morales, BMC 
chair and Atlantic Records executive. “The 
Black Music Collective will continue to tai-
lor events for Black creators to feel uplifted 
and supported and we are excited for this 
Grammy Week kickoff.”

The BMC’s first-ever Grammy Week 
event will take place March 10 at 8 p.m. 
ET/5 p.m. PT on Grammy.com. This event 
is open to the public and no RSVP or regis-
tration is required. 

Michael Bolton 
Wants You to 
Dump Robinhood 
in New Ad
BY CHRIS EGGERTSEN

F
amed love balladeer Michael 
Bolton wants you to break up with 
your brokerage.

The multi-platinum singer has 
reinterpreted his Billboard Hot 100 No. 1 
hit, “How Am I Supposed to Live Without 
You,” in a new ad for online brokerage Pub-
lic.com that urges investors to transfer 
their portfolios away from commission-free 
brokerages that employ the practice known 
as payment for order flow (PFOF). PFOF is 
when a brokerage receives rebates on trades 
by routing them through a high-speed trad-
ing firm.

Though several online brokerages (in-
cluding, until recently, Public.com) use 
PFOF, the video’s clear target is Robinhood, 
which received an avalanche of publicity 
during the recent Gamestop scandal. The 
well-timed ad piggybacks on recent Reddit 
outrage around the practice, which last 
week spawned a House inquiry that resulted 
in Robinhood CEO Vlad Tenev being grilled 
by members of Congress. In a blog post, 
Public noted that it is “officially PFOF-free” 
as of Feb. 16. As an incentive to investors, 

the company is offering to cover any fees 
charged by an existing brokerage to transfer 
their portfolio to them.

“I could hardly believe it, what I saw on 
Reddit today,” sings Bolton in the revamped 
lyrics, his vocals accompanied by stock 
images of romance gone wrong (shattering 
wine glasses, a red rose licked by flames, 
etc). “Was hoping I could get it straight 
from you. They told me ‘bout order flow. So 
I Googled, now I know. I think I gotta find 
somebody new.”

Bolton, who has his own investment 
portfolio listed on Public, is just one of sev-
eral high-profile individuals involved with 
the company: Investors listed on the bro-
kerage’s website include Will Smith, The 
Chainsmokers and Tony Hawk.

During his appearance before Congress 
last week, Tenev defended Robinhood’s use 
of payment for order flow in a prepared 
statement, in which he claimed that “Rob-
inhood’s customers benefit greatly from 
payment for order flow as market-makers 
typically provide better prices than public 
exchanges.”

This isn’t the first time Bolton has 
updated one of his famous tunes for an 
advertising campaign. Last September, the 
singer released a carb-heavy version of his 
1991 smash “When a Man Loves a Woman” 
in an ad for Panera Bread. 

SXSW Announces 
Final Wave 
of Speakers, 
Including Mick 
Fleetwood With 
TikTok’s Ole 
Obermann
BY TATIANA CIRISANO

S
outh By Southwest (SXSW) has 
announced new keynotes and the 
final round of featured speakers 
for this year’s fully virtual edition, 

which takes place March 16 through 20, 
including a number of music executives and 
artists.

Among the newly-announced talks, Sat-
urday Night Live comedian Kenan Thomp-
son and Chance the Rapper will discuss 
Thompson’s extensive career and new NBC 
series Kenan; Twitch chief marketing of-
ficer Doug Scott will join executives from 
the likes of Tinder, Snap Inc. and Peloton 
to discuss how the stay-at-home lifestyle 
has altered consumer habits; and Fleet-
wood Mac’s Mick Fleetwood will link 
up with TikTok global head of music Ole 
Obermann to evaluate technology’s role 
in shaping trends and culture, building off 
the TikTok-fueled resurgence of Fleetwood 
Mac’s “Dreams” last year.

Additionally, Swizz Beatz, Timbal-
and and Instagram music partnerships 
lead Fadia Kader will discuss the making 
of Verzuz; and the heads of diversity and 
inclusion at Warner Music Group (Dr. 
Maurice A. Stinnett), Sony Music (Tiffany 
R. Warren) and Universal Music Group 
(Liliahn Majeed) will join Color Of Change 
president Rashad Robinson to discuss 
diversity, equity and inclusion insights from 
within their organizations and communities.

Finally, newly-announced keynote speak-
ers include 19th Secretary of Transporta-
tion Pete Buttigieg; Together Apart pod-
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cast host Priya Parker in conversation 
with Winners Take All author Anand Girid-
haradas; and Charles Yu, the author of four 
books including 2020 National Book Award 
for Fiction winner Interior Chinatown.

Previously-announced musician speakers 
include Willie Nelson, who will deliver a 
keynote, Queen Latifah, LL Cool J and The 
Chainsmokers.

View the full lineup of SXSW panels, 
keynotes and more and register to attend at 
the official website here. 

Bruce Springsteen 
Pleads Guilty to 
Drinking in Closed 
Area, Two Other 
Charges Dropped
BY ANNA CHAN

B
ruce Springsteen pleaded guilty 
on Wednesday (Feb. 24) to one 
of the three charges related to 
his November arrest at Gateway 

National Recreation Area in New Jersey, his 
lawyer confirms to Billboard.

The musician “voluntarily plead[ed] 
guilty to a violation of consuming an alco-
holic beverage in a closed area, agreeing to 
a fine of $500,” Mitchell Ansell of Ansell, 
Grimm & Aaron tells Billboard in a state-
ment. He added that the charges of driving 
under the influence and reckless driving 
were dropped because the prosecutor was 
“unable to provide the necessary evidence.”

“Mr. Springsteen is pleased with the 
outcome of today’s court appearance,” said 
Ansell in his statement, noting that the 
rocker has no previous criminal record.

When news of Springsteen’s ar-
rest broke on Feb. 10, a National Park 
Service spokesperson said in a statement 
that the artist “was cooperative throughout 
the process.” According to New Jersey’s As-
bury Park Press, Springsteen’s blood alcohol 
content at the time of his arrest was .02, a 
quarter of the legal limit of .08.

According to the Associated Press, a court 
filing noted that Springsteen had told an 
officer that he did two shots in 20 minutes, 
and declined to take a breath test. The AP 
also reported that the officer wrote in the 
report that he saw Springsteen take a shot of 
tequila before getting on his motorcycle.

After news of his arrest broke, Jeep 
hit pause on their ad featuring The Boss, 
which aired during the Super Bowl. Since 
then, Springsteen and Barack Obama 
have launched a new eight-part podcast 
called Renegades: Born in the USA. It de-
buted on Feb. 22 on Spotify. 

Lil Tjay & 6lack 
Tap ‘Phone’ for 
First No. 1 on Hot 
R&B/Hip-Hop 
Songs Chart
BY TREVOR ANDERSON

L
il Tjay and 6lack each earn a 
career first No. 1 on Billboard’s Hot 
R&B/Hip-Hop Songs chart in one 
of the most impressive ways — de-

buting in the top spot. The pair’s collabora-
tive single “Calling My Phone” starts at No. 1 
on the list dated Feb. 27.

“Phone” likewise opens at No. 1 on 
the Hot Rap Songs chart and posts a No. 3 
arrival on the all-genre Billboard Hot 100.

As “Phone” evicts Cardi B’s “Up” — which 
debuted at No. 1 last week — from the pent-
house, the switch marks the first time a song 
that has started at the summit has over-
thrown another such title since October, 
when Travis Scott’s “Franchise,” featuring 
Young Thug and M.I.A., arrived to knock 
out Cardi B’s “WAP,” featuring Megan Thee 
Stallion, after the pop culture phenom of a 
single clocked its first seven weeks (of an 
eventual 10) in charge.

Further, it’s the first time the chart has 
had No. 1 debuts in consecutive weeks since 
2016, when Rihanna’s “Work,” featuring 
Drake yielded to Drake’s own “Summer 

Sixteen” that February.
As noted, “Phone” becomes the first 

leader for both artists on Hot R&B/Hip-Hop 
Songs. Lead act Lil Tjay previously achieved 
a No. 7 high through a featured spot on Polo 
G’s “Pop Out” in June 2019, while his best 
run as a lead act was with “F.N,” which rose 
to No. 23 later that year.

6lack, meanwhile, rewrites his personal 
best again in a matter of weeks. The singer-
rapper’s “Stay Down” collaboration with 
Lil Durk and Young Thug reached No. 26 in 
January, at the time securing his strongest 
placement on the list among six charted 
entries.

“Phone” traces its high-flying entrance to 
a mighty streaming total of 34 million in the 
week ending Feb. 18 according to MRC Data. 
The sum easily makes it the most-streamed 
song of that period, more than 10 million 
streams above the next contenders, Cardi 
B’s “Up” and Olivia Rodrigo’s “Drivers Li-
cense,” each hovering near 22.5 million. Ro-
bust “Phone” streams prompt No. 1 debuts 
on the all-genre Streaming Songs chart 
and, by extension, R&B/Hip-Hop Stream-
ing Songs and Rap Streaming Songs.

Streams power nearly all of the single’s 
debut, though the song also sold 3,000 
downloads in the week ending Feb. 18 to 
open at No. 13 on the R&B/Hip-Hop Digital 
Song Sales chart.

Airplay still has much room to grow for 
the young single but will likely ignite given 
how listeners’ strong streaming recep-
tion shows clear approval. In its first full 
radio week since the song’s Feb. 12 release, 
“Phone” registered 818,000 audience im-
pressions on the R&B/hip-hop radio format, 
below the threshold of the R&B/Hip-Hop 
Airplay chart. 
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Dan Nigro Hits 
No. 1 on Hot 100 
Producers Chart 
Thanks to ‘Drivers 
License’
BY XANDER ZELLNER

D
an Nigro rises 2-1 on Billboard’s 
Hot 100 Producers chart (dated 
Feb. 27), leading for the first 
time thanks to his production 

credit on Olivia Rodrigo’s six-week-and-
counting Billboard Hot 100 No. 1 “Drivers 
License.”

The song, which he solely produced, 
continues atop the Hot 100 with 59.1 million 
radio airplay audience impressions, 22.4 
million U.S. streams and 10,000 downloads 
sold, according to MRC Data.

Nigro, the former lead singer of rock band 
As Tall as Lions, earned a production credit 
on one Hot 100 hit before “License”: Conan 
Gray’s “Heather” (No. 46 peak last Sep-
tember). He has also written and produced 
songs for Lewis Capaldi and Carly Rae 
Jepsen, while JR JR’s “Gone,” which he co-
wrote, reached the Hot Rock & Alternative 
Songs chart in 2016.

As Nigro also co-wrote “License,” with 
Rodrigo, the pair ties at No. 2 on the latest 
Hot 100 Songwriters chart, after sharing the 
summit for five weeks.

Taylor Swift returns to No. 1 on Hot 100 
Songwriters for a seventh week on top, 
thanks to two songs on the Hot 100: her 
new “Love Story (Taylor’s Version)” re-
recording debuts at No. 11, while “Willow” 
ranks at No. 25, after launching at No. 1 in 
December.

Swift ties DaBaby for the fourth-most 
weeks spent atop Hot 100 Songwriters since 
the chart’s June 2019 inception. Finneas 
leads with 11 weeks at No. 1, followed by 
Roddy Ricch (10) and late holiday hitmaker 
Johnny Marks (nine).

The weekly Hot 100 Songwriters and 
Hot 100 Producers charts are based on total 

points accrued by a songwriter and produc-
er, respectively, for each attributed song that 
appears on the Hot 100; plus, genre-based 
songwriter and producer charts follow the 
same methodology based on corresponding 
“Hot”-named genre charts. As with Bill-
board’s yearly recaps, multiple writers or 
producers split points for each song equally 
(and the dividing of points will lead to oc-
casional ties on rankings).

The full Hot 100 Songwriters and Hot 100 
Producers charts, in addition to the full genre 
rankings, can be found on Billboard.com. 

‘High School 
Musical: The 
Musical: The 
Series’ Season 
2 Finally Has a 
Release Date
BY HERAN MAMO

S
chool is back in session, East High 
Wildcats! The second season 
of High School Musical: The Musi-
cal: The Series will premiere on 

Disney+ on May 14.
The announcement was made on 

Wednesday (Feb. 24) during the Television 
Critics Association Winter Press Tour. This 
time around, the East High Wildcats will 
face off against their North High rivals in a 
cutthroat student theater competition while 
gearing up for their spring musical Beauty 
and the Beast. Olivia Rodrigo and Joshua 
Bassett wrote brand new solo songs for this 
season, as the two teenage stars have broken 
out into their respective careers as artists.

Rodrigo has been on cruise control at 
No. 1 on the Billboard Hot 100, Billboard 
Global 200 and Billboard Global Excl. 
U.S. charts with her blockbuster debut 
single “Drivers License” for a sixth con-
secutive week, boasting the biggest song 
in the world. Meanwhile, Bassett’s single 
“Lie Lie Lie” earned him a spot under Bill-

board’s Emerging Artists Spotlight last 
month.

Billboard exclusively broke the news ear-
lier this month that HSMTMTS add-
ed Broadway vet Andrew Barth Feldman 
(Dear Evan Hansen, Ratatouille: The TikTok 
Musical) and television/film star Asher An-
gel (Shazam!) to the season two cast.

The pair will join the previously an-
nounced slate of recurring guest stars: Derek 
Hough (Zack), Roman Banks (Howie) and 
Olivia Rose Keegan (Lily), as well as series 
regulars Olivia Rodrigo, Joshua Bassett, Matt 
Cornett, Sofia Wylie, Larry Saperstein, Julia 
Lester, Dara Reneé, Frankie Rodriguez, Joe 
Serafini, Mark St. Cyr and Kate Reinders. 

BTS Produce an 
‘Epic’ Moment for 
New Galaxy Spot: 
Watch
BY BILLBOARD STAFF

B
TS ruled MTV (and the Internet) 
on Tuesday night with their Un-
plugged performance.

But if you stepped out the 
room for a moment to calm yourself, you 
might have missed BTS’ starring perfor-
mance in the commercial for the Galaxy S21 
Ultra 5G device.

Shot in black and white, the 15-second 
spot features RM, Jin, SUGA, j-hope, Jimin, 
V, and Jung Kook, with their song “Life 
Goes On” as the soundbed.

The lads are captured in the smartphone’s 
8K video footage, and they’re framed with 
the tagline, “Made for the epic in everyday.”

The ad aired during the BTS’ 30-min-
ute MTV Unplugged special, which went live 
9pm ET. Watch it below.

The commercial is the latest in an ongoing 
partnership, which has seen BTS join forces 
for a holiday campaign, launch the Galaxy 
S20+ 5G and Galaxy Buds, and the tech giant 
has embraced BTS’ logo and purple heart in 
its artwork.

BTS is arguably the biggest pop band on 
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the planet right now. They’re nominated 
for best pop duo/group performance for the 
63rd Grammy Awards, and they’ve already 
be rewarded with Billboard Music Awards, 
American Music Awards, MTV Video Music 
Awards and No. 1s on both the Billboard 200 
and Hot 100 charts. 

Billie Eilish & 
Rosalia’s ‘La Vas a 
Olvidar’ Scores Top 
TV Songs No. 1
BY KEVIN RUTHERFORD

B
ridgerton charts four songs in 
the top 10 of Billboard’s Top TV 
Songs chart, presented by Tune-
find, but it’s Billie Eilish and Ro-

salia’s collaboration “Lo Vas a Olvidar” that 
crowns the January 2021-dated list.

Rankings for the Top TV Songs chart 
are based on song and show data provided 
by Tunefind and ranked using a formula 
blending that data with sales and streaming 
information tracked by MRC Data during 
the corresponding period of January 2021.

The Spanglish Eilish and Rosalia collabo-
ration was featured in the Jan. 22 episode of 
HBO’s Euphoria, the second of a pair of one-
hour specials preceding the teen drama’s 
upcoming second season.

In January 2021, “Lo Vas a Olvidar” 
picked up 13.5 million U.S. streams and 
5,000 downloads, according to MRC Data. 
In the tracking week in which the episode 
was released, the song also reached the 
Billboard Hot 100 dated Feb. 6, bowing at 
No. 62.

It’s one of two songs from the epi-
sode to reach Top TV Songs for January 
2021, Lorde’s “Liability” appearing at No. 10 
with 3.9 million streams and 1,000 down-
loads.

Netflix’s Bridgerton, meanwhile, charts 
four songs after the show premiered its first 
season Dec. 25, 2020, and continued to gain 
steam into January. JPOLND’s “The End” 
leads at No. 2 (2.8 million streams, 4,000 

downloads).
See the full top 10 below.
Rank, Song, Artist, Show (Network) 

1. “Lo Vas a Olvidar,” Billie Eilish & Rosa-
lia, Euphoria (HBO) 
2. “The End,” JPOLND, Bridgerton (Netflix) 
3. “Recomposed by Max Richter: Vivaldi, the 
Four Seasons: Spring 1,” Max Richter, Daniel 
Hope, Konzerthaus Kammerorchester Ber-
lin & Andre de Ridder, Bridgerton (Netflix) 
4. “Breathe Again,” Joy Oladokun, This Is 
Us (NBC) 
5. “Wildest Dreams,” Duomo, Bridger-
ton (Netflix) 
6. “In Hell I’ll Be in Good Company,” The 
Dead South, American Gods (Starz) 
7. “Meaning,” Cascadeur, Lupin (Netflix) 
8. “One More Second,” Matt Berninger, The 
Good Doctor (ABC) 
9. “Strange (feat. Hillary Smith),” Kris Bow-
ers, Bridgerton (Netflix) 
10. “In My Blood,” Vitamin String Quar-
tet, Bridgerton (Netflix) 

P!nk’s Daughter 
Willow Sage 
Hart Makes Her 
Billboard Chart 
Debut
BY XANDER ZELLNER

W
illow Sage Hart, the 
9-year-old daughter 
of P!nk and Carey Hart, 
makes her Billboard chart 

debut (on rankings dated Feb. 27) thanks 
to her collaboration with her mom, “Cover 
Me in Sunshine.” The track earned 2 million 
U.S. streams and sold 11,000 downloads 
in the week ending Feb. 18, according to 
MRC Data, the latter figure good for its 
No. 4 arrival on the all-genre Digital Song 
Sales chart.

Hart herself debuts at No. 23 on 
the Emerging Artists chart.

P!nk has a longstanding history on Bill-
board’s charts. The pop superstar has tallied 

33 career entries on the Billboard Hot 100, 
including 15 top 10s and four No. 1s: “Lady 
Marmalade” with Christina Aguilera, Lil’ 
Kim and Mya, in 2001; “So What” in 2008; 
“Raise Your Glass” in 2010; and “Just Give 
Me a Reason” featuring Nate Ruess, in 2013.

P!nk joins a lineage of artists who have 
hit Billboard’s charts with their chil-
dren, including Beyoncé, Jay-Z and Blue Ivy 
Carter (“Glory,” “Blue,” “Brown Skin Girl”); 
Billy Ray and Miley Cyrus (“Ready, Set, 
Don’t Go,” “Butterfly Fly Away”); Lil Wayne 
and Reginae Carter (“Famous”); Ozzy and 
Kelly Osbourne (“Changes”), Master P and 
Lil Romeo (“2 Way,” “I Need Dubs”); Elvis 
and Lisa Marie Presley (“In the Ghetto,” 
“Where No One Stands Alone”); and Frank 
and Nancy Sinatra (“Somethin’ Stupid,” 
“Feelin’ Kinda Sunday”). 

From Hot Girl 
to ‘Mean Girls’: 
See Megan Thee 
Stallion Channel 
Regina George in 
Coach Campaign
BY HERAN MAMO

M
egan Thee Stallion is the new 
mean girl in town, and every-
one can’t stop gossiping about 
her during Coach’s New York 

Fashion Week Fall/Winter 2021 campaign.
Thee “hot girl coach” shared her portion 

of the pop culture-obsessed fashion show-
case, which also stars Coach brand ambas-
sador Jennifer Lopez. While Meg’s knees 
of steel bring all the schoolboys to the yard, 
her classmates idolize her during confes-
sional interviews à la the 2004 comedy clas-
sic Mean Girls, starring Rachel McAdams as 
the evil queen bee Regina George.

“Her nails are so long, she accidentally 
gouged my eye out. And it was awesome!” 
one injured student exclaims with a double 
thumbs up, while another chimed in, “I 
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heard that she was walking down the street 
and a guy saw her and crashed his car. It was 
so fetch. Or not fetch. It was awesome.”

Around the 3:30-minute mark of the 
“Coach Forever Season Two” visual, J.Lo 
is singing along and dancing in a telephone 
booth to Blondie’s 1980 Billboard Hot 
100 No. 1 hit “Call Me,” which flashes on the 
screen as the “Number 1 Song of the Week 
on the Coach TV Hot 41 Countdown.” 

“I have always loved exploring the inter-
section of fashion and pop culture at Coach,” 
Coach Creative Director Stuart Vevers said 
in an official statement. “I am excited to 
bring my latest vision for the house to life 
via ‘Coach TV.’ I wanted both the collec-
tion and the presentation to make sense and 
resonate in these unique times and I am 
excited to share both in a way that I hope 
will entertain and inspire.”

Watch both artists in Coach’s Fall/Winter 
2021 Collection presentation below. 
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